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The Conservation History of the Mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr 
Abstract 
This M.A. thesis aims to critically analyze the conservation history of the mausoleum 
of Shajarat al-Durr. Although Shajarat al-Durr’s biography is a well-published topic in the 
field of Islamic History, her only surviving architectural patronage lacks comprehensive 
documentation for its conservation schemes through history. The first chapter presents the 
biography of the sultāna in relation to the architectural analysis of the mausoleum. The 
second chapter investigates the theoretical concepts of conservation from an Islamic history 
point of view. Chapter three traces the conservation history of the mausoleum with a focus on 
the work of the Comité. The fourth chapter evaluates a more modern conservation practice 
with the theme of community participation that is currently taking place in al-Khalīfa under 
the name of Athar Lina project. The last chapter provides a summary of the research work 
identifying gaps in the study. It also discusses the accumulated challenges of conserving the 
mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr as presented in history and identifies a number of related 
areas worthy of study. Documenting the conservation work in an accessible manner to the 
world of Islamic art and architecture is recommended to perceive monuments in a more 
authentic light. The Conservation History of the Mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr serves as a 
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PLATE 30: MOSAIC MIHṚĀB OF SHAJARAT AL-DURR. 
PLATE 31: MEDALLION WEST OF THE NORTHERN WINDOW AFTER CONSERVATION (TOP), 
MEDALLION EAST OF NORTHERN WINDOW AFTER CONSERVATION (BELOW) - 
MAUSOLEUM INTERIOR OF SHAJARAT AL-DURR. 
PLATE 32: SHAJARAT AL-DURR MAUSOLEUM INTERIOR. 
PLATE 33: INTERIOR ELEVATIONS OF THE MAUSOLEUM. 
PLATE 34: ABBASID CENOTAPH AT THE MAUSOLEUM OF SHAJARAT AL-DURR. 
PLATE 35: RECONSTRUCTION OF THE WOODEN TOMB OF SHAJARAT AL-DURR. 
PLATE 36: CONSECUTIVE CHANGES TO AL-S ̣ĀLIHỴYA COMPLEX. 
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This study aims to investigate the secret behind the survival of the mausoleum of 
Shajarat al-Durr to this day. The reason for the choice of this topic stems out of a personal 
fascination with the legend of Shajarat al-Durr, a rare example of a female who has attained 
the throne in Ayyubid Islam. The story of the sultāna of eighty days is an interesting drama 
on many levels. A story of power, love, and revenge, it is no surprise that it has been 
composed into novels, plays and movies in recent years. Although Shajarat al-Durr ruled for 
a short period, she was involved in politics for a much longer duration. She had been among 
the sultan’s harem, a wife to two political leaders, and a sultāna herself. No wonder Shajarat 
al-Durr remains a historical political icon until today. The mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr is a 
single case study that reveals a complex narrative documenting its survival to this day. The 
study manifests the importance of studying the conservation history of monuments and 
affirms that the layers of restoration in time become part of the monument’s history.  
 From its earliest centuries, Arab and Islamic culture developed theories of 
conservation. These theories were inspired by the socio-political context of the early period. 
The Arabian tradition of narrating history in an oral manner to preserve culture was passed 
from generation to generation. Tracing the chain of historical narrators, later verifying the 
chain of transmitters was practiced once more in an Islamic context to preserve the prophetic 
traditions.  Most importantly the Qur’an was preserved via the h̟afzạ (people who memorize 
the Qur’an by heart) and later documented on paper with the development of the Arabic 
language tools. The same cultural values of preserving heritage carried over into the waqf 
institution. The waqf served to guarantee the perpetuity of the pious memory through the 
timelessness of the architectural establishment. The waqf was understood as a local endeavor 
by which charitable founders could maintain and conserve their property for years to come.  
xii 
 
As the term ‘heritage’ indicates, it is associated with inheritance. It speaks of shared 
values and identifying a sense of belonging to a group of people who ‘inherit’ culture. This 
culture is a product of the economic and political context in which it is found. Originally the 
term was associated with architecture and archeology, but now the definition assumes the 
inclusion of a greater scope towards integrated conservation and urban landscapes.1 The issue 
with cultural heritage is that it is not always seen as a priority for national development. 
Unless there are clear economic benefits for such investments in conservation, monuments 
would be continually lost. Incentives to relate cultural heritage with economic development 
include: job creation, city center revitalization, local tourism and small business incubation. 2   
 The current conservation schemes occurring at the mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr 
under the umbrella of Athar Lina initiative apply the above-mentioned philosophies. Thus the 
initiative provided a motivation to examine the restoration schemes at the mausoleum and 
understand how the conservation philosophies changed over time. It sheds light on the 
difficulties encountered by conservators who are pre-occupied with mediating conflict 
resolutions between local inhabitants, arbitrating between institutions sharing the 
responsibility of decision-making, as well as sorting out funding means to conserve historical 
Cairo. 
 The Conservation History of the Mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr is a work in 
progress to highlight the survival of monuments and how they evolve over time. The study 
serves as a microscopic investigation in the field of Islamic art and architecture in the hope to 
be used as a reference.
                                                          
1 Loulanski, "Cultural Heritage in Socio-economic Development,” 1. 
2 Ibid., 1.  
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CHAPTER ONE: MAUSOLEUM OF SHAJARAT AL-DURR 
This chapter presents a short biography of Shajarat al-Durr (d. 655/1257) followed by 
a detailed description of her mausoleum.3 The purpose is to envision the mausoleum as a 
living monument. In other words, the personal biography of the patron serves as a historical 
reference for clarifying any discrepancies about the functionality of the mausoleum and 
provides analytical depth when analyzing the architectural elements. The chapter attempts to 
discuss the biography of sulṭāna and present the main events as they are recorded in history.4 
It also aims to discuss the building program commissioned by Shajarat al-Durr, and 
understand the reason behind choosing al-Qarāfa as a location for the complex. It also 
attempts to decipher the mausoleum’s unique architectural elements and the theme of the 
main discussion is to relate these elements to the patron’s persona. 
 
1.1 Literature Review  
The best biography written about Shajarat al-Durr is by Götz Shregle who compiles 
the history written by Arab historians and orientalists alike.5 Creswell provides a brief 
account of Shajarat al-Durr before presenting the architectural details of the mausoleum. 
Creswell references primary sources such as Maqrīzī, Ibn Duqmāq and Ibn ‘Iyās. Hertz and 
Van Bercham, Comité architects, have also published a short history of Shajarat al-Durr as 
part of the mausoleum report in the Comité Bulletins, though Creswell’s work remains more 
                                                          
3 The name of Shajarat al-Durr has been spelled out differently by Arab historians and as a result has various 
English transliterations. The discrepancy relates to colloquial versus classical forms of the word. For the purpose 
of this research, the classical version has been adopted, following suit with al-Maqrīzī. Maqrīzī, Khitat, 3:123.  
4 The title sult ̣ạ̄na is not fully accepted by scholars of Islamic history, because the status of a female sult ̣ạ̄n is 
contradicting formal theological views of governorship. In early centuries of Islam the term sultạ̄n [which stems 
out of the root word sultạ] had an abstract noun meaning ‘the authorities’ but by 5th/ 11th century it was used to 
refer to an individual. In medieval Arabic dictionaries, sultạ̄n is defined as authority e.g. Ibn Mazūr (d. 1312) 
Lisān al-‘Arab or al-Fayūzabādī (d. 1414) al-Qamūs al-Muhī̟t. (Cook, New Cambridge History of Islam, 1: 373; 
Meri, Medieval Islamic Civilization, 2:780). However, the term sult ̣ạ̄na is used throughout this thesis paper to 
refer to Shajarat al-Durr acknowledging her exceptional position as a female ruler. 
5 Shregle, Die Sultanin von Ägypten.  
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critical.6 A more recent, concise version is provided by David J. Duncan who classifies the 
literature about Shajarat al-Durr into three categories: Arab, orientalist and feminist accounts. 
The article presents the different historians’ biases when recording the history, as well as 
their intentions when presenting their viewpoints. According to Duncan, the Arabs have 
marginalized the sultāna for different reasons, and the orientalists have neglected her role in 
their accounts of the Crusader battles.7 Duncan applauds the work of Shregle, but nonetheless 
criticizes it for not providing a comprehensive conclusion and describes it as an incomplete 
project.  
On the other hand, feminist accounts have tended to exaggerate the role of Shajarat al-
Durr at the cost of the actual events. The rare presence of women as political rulers explains 
why scholars were attentive to Shajarat al-Durr’s biography, and why they often exaggerated 
her accomplishments. The feminist voices can be traced in more recent works of Suʽād 
Maher Muhạmmad, Amalia Levanoni, and Wafāʼ ‘Ali with varying degrees of scholarship.8 
Levanoni and ‘Ali’s research work is heavily footnoted which makes the content evaluation 
more objective. Muhạmmad offers a comprehensive publication – a compendium of The 
Mosques of Egypt and their Righteous Saints. However, the book is poorly referenced. The 
reason why Muhạmmad has included the mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr within the mosques 
of religious figures is worth noting. It is presumed that the author is recognizing the political 
role of Shajarat al-Durr. The background of the authors should also be taken into 
consideration when reviewing the literature. A clear example can be witnessed when 
comparing Levanoni and Muhạmmad’s perceptions of Shajarat al-Durr. Levanoni - an 
                                                          
6 The Comité de Conservation des Monument des l’Art Arabe was formed in 1881 by the khedive to preserve 
the Islamic and Coptic monuments in Egypt. This organization was a body within the Ministry of Awqaf. In 
1936, the responsibility was passed from the Awqaf to Ministry of Education. Islamic Art Network.  
7 Duncan, "Scholarly Views.” 




established scholar in medieval Islamic history - has compared Shajarat al-Durr to two other 
female rulers from Ilkhanid Persia and Mongol India.9 Yet Muhạmmad - an Egyptian 
historian - chose to compare Shajarat al-Durr to Hatshebsut (d. 1458 B.C.) and Cleopatra (d. 
30 B.C.) who are pharoanic female figures.10 This choice reflects the identity of the authors 
and the research they are familiar with. I have relied on the work of Creswell to analyze the 
main events of Shajarat al-Durr’s biography. Complementary sources such as Doris Behrens-
Abouseif, Levanoni, Muhạmmad and ‘Ali are referenced for specific details in order to 
further visualize the life of the sultāna.  
Behrens-Abouseif attempted to reconstruct Shajarat al-Durr’s complex according to 
the description of the waqf by Maqrīzī (d.825/1422).11  His encyclopedic work known as al-
Mawāʻiz ẉa-al-iʻtibār bi-dhikr al-khitaṭ ẉa-al-āthār provides valuable information regarding 
the neighborhood of al-Khalīfa in which the mausoleum is situated. Behrens-Abouseif used 
the information that Pascal-Xavier Coste provided in 1290/1837 about the ruins of a mosque 
in the cemetery of al-Sayyida Nafīsa. Coste was a French architect active in Egypt around the 
mid-19th century- at the time of Muhạmmad ‘Ali.12 Using the hạmmām and the mosque 
shown in the Déscription de l’Égypte plan, Behrens-Abouseif was able to allocate the 
proximities of the complex components on the map. As for the history of the mausoleum, the 
starting point is Creswell.  Creswell’s account in the The Muslim Architecture in Egypt 
provides a thorough architectural description of the mausoleum. The primary sources cross-
referenced in his footnotes support Creswell’s deep analytical knowledge.  
                                                          
9 “Radiya (d.1240), the daughter of Sultan ‘illtutmus, who ruled Delhi for three and a half years during the 
period of slave kings... [and] Tandū (d.1419), the daughter of Ḥasan Ibn ‘Uwayas, who ruled for about three 
years in Mongol Ilkhanate of Persia.” Levanoni, “Shajar al-Durr," 208.  
10 It is remarkable to note the similarities between Cleopatra and Shājarat al-Durr, for both have managed to set 
the stage for new ruling dynasties. Cleo was the last Queen among the Pharaohs, and Shājarat al-Durr was the 
last ruler in the Ayyubid dynasty. Both legends left the political scene in a dramatic exist. Cleo was poisoned 
and Shājarat al-Durr pushed off the Muqqatam cliffs.  
11 Behrens-Abouseif, "The Lost Minaret of Shajarat al-Durr.”  
12 Coste, Architecture Arabe, 46.  
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1.2 The Story of the Sultāna 
The exact date of birth of the sultāna is not mentioned, however, the first reference to 
Shajarat al-Durr is the year 637/1239 when she is said to have reached the palace of al-Sạ̄lih ̣
Najm al-Dīn (r. 638/1240-647/1249).13 Originally, a Turkish slave, she made her way to be 
among the sultan’s harem. As al-Sạ̄lih’̣s second wife she bore him a child, Khalīl, and was 
known as ʼUmm Khalīl, a name she used to retain legitimacy during her period of rule, 
although her son had died during infancy.14 
The sultāna was applauded by historians for her wit and leadership skills, and 
sometimes the victory against the Crusaders was attributed to her. In 647/1249, Louis IV 
occupied Damietta, and in the meantime al-Sạ̄lih ̣fell ill on his way back from Syria.15 He 
attempted to prepare for war but died before he could do so. Shajarat al-Durr delayed the 
announcement of al-Sạ̄lih’̣s death, and publicized that the sultan was ill and that no one 
would be allowed to visit him. She gave orders in his name and assigned Mamluk amirs to 
take over the court administration and the army leadership. She sent for his son Turānshāh to 
be in charge.16 The Mamluk army managed to block the Crusades, and took several army 
officials as hostages. After this battle, a conflict of interest occurred between Turānshāh and 
the Mamluks, whom they hunted down and killed near a town called Fāraskūr near 
Damietta.17 
Taqī al-Dīn al-Maqrīzī describes the funeral of al-Sạ̄lih,̣ at which all the baḥri 
Mamluks and amirs carried al-Sạ̄lih ̣from the Rawḍa Citadel to his mausoleum commissioned 
by Shajarat al-Durr which was annexed to al-Sạ̄lih’̣s school in Bayn al-Qasryn area. 18 To 
                                                          
13 Muhạmmad, Masājid Misr,̣ 257.  
14 Creswell, Muslim Architecture, 135.  
15 Muhạmmad, Masājid Misr,̣ 257. 
16 Ibid., 258.  
17 Ibid., 258. 
18 Comité 1902, 142. 
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express their grief, the funeral attendees were dressed in white and had their heads shaved. 19  
The next morning the sultāna, judges, mamluks and all the people visited the mausoleum. 20  
The elegant funeral of the sultan which lasted for three days could have been a source of 
inspiration for Shajarat al-Durr to build her own mausoleum, one in which she could be 
remembered (Pl. 1).  
Shajarat al-Durr then assumed power upon the consensus of the mamluks, for she was 
the mother of prince Khalīl.21 It is doubtful that al-Sạ̄lih ̣would have agreed to violate the 
traditions of Sunni Islam and allow a woman to rule. It is mentioned in historical sources that 
al-Sạ̄lih ̣had delegated his authority to Shajarat al-Durr. Letters with the sultan’s official 
signature were used by Shajarat al-Durr during the ten-day period during which his death 
announcement was delayed.22 Whether the sultan’s signature was forged on the letters or was 
signed by al-Sạ̄lih ̣himself during his time of illness is debated.23 The fact remains that al-
Sạ̄lih ̣acknowledged the transfer of authority. Levanoni provides an interesting explanation on 
how al-Sạ̄lih ̣was able to delegate his authority without violating orthodox Islamic law. He 
delegated his authority to his dead son Khalīl, and then made Shajarat al-Durr act on his 
behalf: a cunning act of legal manipulation, though it is doubted to be the only one in the 
Ayyubid dynasty. 24  
Why would the Mamluks agree to a female sultan? One explanation could be the 
Turkish background of the Mamluks, as they were brought up in an environment that was 
favorable to women.25 However, this reason could be easily contested. The Mamluks had 
travelled away from their home at a young age and thus would be more in line with the 
                                                          
19 Ibid., 142. 
20 Ibid., 142. 
21 Ibid., 258.  
22 ‘Ali, Nufūdh al-nisā, 109.  
23 Muhạmmad, Masājid Misr,̣ 258. 
24 Levanoni, “Shajar al-Durr,” 212. 
25 Ibid., 217. 
6 
 
traditions of the Islamic region. Another explanation could be related to Shajarat al-Durr’s 
dominant and strong personality. If she was in charge at the time of the sultan’s death, it 
would only make sense to prolong this period of transitional delegation of authority. Shajarat 
al-Durr had the reputation of being a tough woman – smart, cunning, and almost ruthless –
qualities which enabled her to survive among the Mamluk elite, if only for a short while.   
In all cases, Shajarat al-Durr’s position as a female sultan could only be temporary.26 
While al-Sạ̄lih ̣and his Mamluks may have agreed to female political power, opposition 
would have been guaranteed from Sunni ‘ulama’ and the people. This unusual positon of 
Shajarat al-Durr was reflected in the inauguration ceremony. 27 Instead of having the 
commonly known oath of allegiance in the presence of royalty, state officials and judges with 
an eventful parade along the route to the Citadel, Shajarat al-Durr stayed in the palace at the 
Citadel, and the amirs entered one by one to state their oath. 28 Thus, it must be understood 
that the sultāna carried out her royal tasks within the societal constraints and traditions of 
what was acceptable as a female widow of Mamluk origin. Nonetheless, Shajarat al-Durr was 
able to legitimize her rule by having coins struck in her name (Pl. 2), 29 as well as by having 
the Friday prayer dedicated to her name.30  As soon as the news reached the Abbasid Caliph 
about Shajarat al-Durr’s new official position, he sent an official letter expressing his 
disapproval of the fact that she was in power. It appears in more than one historical reference 
that the Abbasid Caliph was upset that the sultāna was ruling Egypt, and the following 
statement was sent to Shajarat al-Durr denouncing her authority:  
 “From ʼAbī-Aḥmad ʼAbd-Allah al-Mustaʽsịm bi’l-Allah, commander of the 
faithful, to the princely soldiers and ministers of Egypt, peace be upon you, we 
                                                          
26 Ibid., 214. 
27 Ibid., 214.  
28 Ibid., 214.  
29 Shregle, Die Sultanin von Ägypten, 19.  
30 Behrens-Abouseif, “The Mah̟mal Legend,” 87.  
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were informed that you have delegated matters in the hands of Shajarat al-
Durr, the widowed slave of al-Malik al-Sạ̄lih ̣and appointed her as your 
sultāna, if you have no men qualified to rule; inform us and we will send you 
those qualified.” 31  
Qimat Qas̟r, al-Sạ̄lih’̣s first wife, and Shajarat al-Durr’s main enemy, was the one who 
asked the Caliph to send this letter.32 Shajarat al-Durr reacted to that statement and she 
married Aybak, al-Sạ̄lih’̣s favorite Mamluk amir, the head of the army. 33 She made him 
divorce his first wife, further evidence of Shajarat al-Durr’s strong personality.  In 654/1256 
she learned that Aybak was to marry the daughter of the amir of Mawsịl. Shajarat al-Durr 
opposed this marriage, and planned his death.34 He was murdered in 655/1257.35 Aybak’s 
Mamluks sought to take revenge. They had her imprisoned in a tower in the Citadel.36  She 
suffered a tragic death and her body was thrown in the Citadel ditch. 37 She was buried in her 
mausoleum three days later.38 This dramatic exit of the sultāna underscores her unpopularity. 
For three days her corpse had been left unattended, until she was moved to her mausoleum. 
Obviously, she was hated by al-Sạ̄lih’̣s family, sisters and relatives. She was their brother’s 
second wife of a Mamluk origin. She was also despised by the Mamluks for they thought 
they were more capable of assuming that position.  She was also most probably rejected by 
the Egyptian people on account of being a female ruler who dishonored al-Sạ̄lih’̣s death by 
marrying one of the Mamluks. 
                                                          
31 Muhạmmad, Masājid Misr,̣ 258 (My translation).  
32 Ibid., 258.  
33 Ibid., 258.  
34 Creswell, Muslim Architecture, 136. 
35 Ibid., 136. 
36 Ibid., 136. 
37 Ibid., 136. 
38 Ibid., 136. 
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1.3 The Southern Cemetery 
 The cemetery can be perceived as a place for the living as much as it was for the dead. 
Amongst the burial chambers were residential houses, mosques, bathhouses and markets. 
People went there to commemorate the dead, but also to participate in religious festivities. 
The cemetery has witnessed several waves of transformation across the centuries, with its 
boundaries shifting to accommodate the city’s changing morphology. 
In the late 2nd /9th century, Ibn T̟ūlūn built a new capital, al-Qat̟āʼiʽ, which had a 
mosque, Dār al-‘Imāra and a palace.39 South of this area, a few funerary structures were built. 
This phase of urbanization continued during the Fatimid era. The Fatimids were responsible 
for mobilizing interest in the cemetery through their veneration of religious figures and Shiʽī 
Imams. The Qarāfa under the Fatimids and its northern extension of al-Sayyida Nafīsa was 
the most important cemetery.40 It remained the same under the Ayyubids, for there was a 
direct route from Bāb Zuwayla to Qalaʽat al Jabal (572/1176) – the new administration 
quarter - and thus it was natural that the emphasis would be on the southern cemetery. A large 
fire took place in Saladin’s era - south of Bāb Zuwayla, in an attempt to defeat a revolt by the 
Sudanese refugees. According to Maqrīzī, the area outside of Bāb Zuwayla was turned into 
gardens reaching the Shrine of Sayyida Nafīsa (d. 208/824).41 Next to the gardens was a road 
leading to the citadel, referred to either as Darb al-Ah̟mar or as Ṣalība Street, where the 
Mosque of Ibn T̟ūlūn (266/879) is located.42 It is doubtful that the gardens were the only 
feature characterizing the area south of Bāb Zuwayla after Saladin’s intervention. ‘Abd al-
Laṭīf al-Baghdādī, the Iraqi physician, described the area in 597-598/ 1201-1202, mentioning 
                                                          
39 Al-Ibrashy, Southern Cemetery of Cairo, 77. 
40 Ibid., 77. 
41 MacKenzie, Ayyubid Cairo, 28.  
42 Ibid., 41.  
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that ruins were present among the agriculture section and that green space covered the 
grounds between the two capitals of al-‘Askar and al-Qat̟āʼiʽ.43 
 However, the Ayyubids had a different mission than the Fatimids. They worked on 
spreading the Sunni doctorine.44 This was achieved by building madrasas and khānqas, and 
by promoting religious figures such as al-Imam al-Shafiʽi (d. 204/819). With the exception of 
the tomb of al-Malik al-Sạ̄lih ̣and his madrasa, which were located at al-Qahira, most of the 
Ayyubid funerary monuments were located in al-Qarāfa. 45 Maqrīzī mentions that since the 
time of al-Malik al-Kāmil (d. 636/1238) the area near the tomb of al-Shafiʽi was known as al-
Qarāfa al-Sughra while the area to the west was known as al-Qarāfa al-Kubrā (Pl. 3).46  
 The two main contributors to the Ayyubid cemetery were Saladin and al-Malik al-
Kāmil. Saladin built a madrasa annexed to the tomb of Imam al- Shafiʽi and gave generous 
donations to the cemetery foundations.47 Al-Kāmil constructed the dome over the grave of al- 
Shafiʽi and transformed a small adjacent mosque into a jāmiʽ, and supplied it with water via 
an aqueduct from Birkat al-H̟abash (Pl. 4).48 Stephennie Mulder argues that the significance 
of the mausoleum of al-Imam al- Shafiʽi is not necessarily related to the veneration of the 
Sunni imam, or connected at all to the Ayyubid policies of demoting the Shiʽī beliefs. 
According to Mulder, the massive wooden dome built by al-Kāmil over al- Shafiʽi’s tomb 
could have been meant more simply to symbolize the grandeur of his mother’s resting place, 
                                                          
43 Ibid., 30. 
44 Al-Ibrashy, Southern Cemetery of Cairo, 77.  
45 Mūsalla of Ibn al-Arsufī (577/1181-1182), Tomb of Ibn Firroh Shatibī (595/1198-99), Tomb of Shihab al-Dīn 
Tusī (596/1199-1200), Tomb of Imam al-Shafi’ī (608/1211-12), Mausoleum of Abu Mansur Isma’il Fahkr al-
Dīn Tha’lib (591/1194-95), Mausoleum of Fakhr al-Farisi (622/1225-26), Tomb of Abu al-‘Abbas Ahmad 
Harrar (630/1232), Tomb of the Abbasid caliphs (640/1242-43), Tomb of Abu al-Su’ud al-Wasitī (644/1246-
47),Tomb of Shājarat al-Durr (648/49-1250); MacKenzie, Ayyubid Cairo, 41. 
46 “When al-Malīk al-Kāmil buried his son next to the tomb of al-Imam al-Shāfe’ī in 608 H, he built a great 
dome above al-Shāfe’ī’s tomb, and connected it to an aqueduct where the source of water is from nearby pond 
of al-Hạbash… People then built their funerary structures from the bigger cemetery to the vicinity of al-Shāfe’ī. 
It was known as the small Qarāfa.” (Translated.) Maqrīzī, Khitat, 3: 648. 
47MacKenzie, Ayyubid Cairo, 41.  
48 Ibid., 41.  
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and later other family members were buried there.49 The dome may have been inspired by the 
Dome of the Rock (c.71/691), one of the earliest examples of a double-shell wooden dome on 
a large scale.50  However, for the present discussion, the main significance of Imam al- 
Shafiʽi’s mausoleum is that it changed the urban morphology of the Cairene cemeteries. This 
latter construction attracted the building activity of funerary structures in the smaller Qarāfa, 
which resulted in the deteriorated state of the larger Qarāfa. 51  
 Supporting funerary establishments was considered an act of charity. Paying salaries 
to religious figures was a practice carried out by many rulers. Al-Malik al-Kāmil (615/1218-
636/1238) preferred religious mystics over the urban poor and the zakāt represented a 
political shift. Al-Sạ̄lih ̣ʼAyyūb (636/1238-647/1249) also showed the same preference in 
Damascus and other Syrian towns, where he supported people affiliated with law colleges 
and khānqas and those who lived in seclusion. 52 The cemetery under the Ayyubids was a 
unique tomb city of visitations and individual pilgrimages. It hosted the tombs of both royalty 
and the common poor. The behavior of royalty should only be understood as an amplified 
version of what ordinary people do.53 The funerary endowments were no different. The 
motives for the funerary endowment deed were to commemorate the deceased, to preserve 
the prestige of the family, as well as to secure redemption for their beloved.54 It was common 
to distribute food in the cemeteries as an act of charity.55  It was home to many tombs, 
shrines, palaces and markets.  
 The Ayyubids, followed by the bah̟ri Mamluks, gradually demolished the work of the 
Fatimids and the palatial city. The Bayn al-Qasṛayn area was transformed into religious 
                                                          
49 Mulder, "The Mausoleum of Imam Al-Shafiʿi," 41. 
50 Ibid., 40.  
51 MacKenzie, Ayyubid Cairo, 41.  
52 Lev, Charity, Endowments, and Charitable Institutions, 17. 
53 Ibid., 128.  
54 Ibid., 128. 
55 Ibid., 128. 
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complexes commemorating the names of their founders (Pl. 5). In contrast to al-Sạ̄lih’̣s 
mausoleum, which Shajarat al-Durr commissioned to be built adjoining his madrasa in al-
Qasaba within the Fatimid city, for her own mausoleum, Shajarat al-Durr chose a location in 
the southern cemetery amongst the mausoleums of female saints. The choice of the exact 
location of the mausoleum conveys an architectural statement. The location of the former is 
associated with a royal capital and on a busy street, while that of the latter – at al-Qarāfa –
implies a more religious connotation. Shajarat al-Durr’s mausoleum location in the vicinity of 
Ahl al-bayt funerary structures has successfully preserved her story.    
 
1.4 Hypothetical Reconstruction of the Complex   
 The buildings associated with Shajarat al-Durr are the mausoleum of al-Sạ̄lih,̣ part of 
her own complex at the cemetery of al-Sayyida Nafīsa. As mentioned earlier, Shajarat al-
Durr annexed al-Sạ̄lih’̣s mausoleum to his madrasa in al-Qas̟aba following his death in 
647/1249-1250 A.D. This project set the stage for structures with combined funerary-
educational functions to become a common practice in the later Mamluk period.  Shajarat al-
Durr commissioned her own complex at al-Sayyida Nafīsa after being enthroned. Her 
building program included a mausoleum, palace, madrasa, hạmmām, and a large garden.56 
Since the Ayyubids adhered to the Shafiʽi rite, the construction of mosques was not a 
common building activity. The Shafiʽi rite allowed only one mosque per district, and the 
mosques of ʽAmr and al-Aqmar already fulfilled this function.  It is important to note that this 
was the first mausoleum to be built by a patron during his or her own lifetime. 
Given the morphology of the cemetery at the time, the palace can be pictured as an 
ungated residential entity.57 It must have dominated the skyline of the large bustān, 
                                                          
56 Behrens-Abouseif, “The Lost Minaret,” 7.  
57 Ibid., Cairo of the Mamluks, 63.  
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contrasting with the lush green of its surroundings. In later Mamluk times, the possession of 
the palace often did not remain with the family, especially if the founder’s reign ended in 
disgrace. The same scenario likely applied to the case of Shajarat al-Durr. The palace most 
probably reverted to the next ruling sultan, who would then bestow it upon the next successor 
in office to partially compensate him.58 The palace of Shajarat al-Durr was known as Dār al-
Khalīfa, and Maqrīzī mentions that the Abbasid caliphs resided there during the Mamluk 
period.  Consequently, the whole neighborhood came to be known as the quarter of al-
Khalīfa, a nomenclature that is retained to this day.  
The Abbasid Caliph is said to have built hạmmām al-Khalifa. It was still in use by the 
time of ‘Ali Mubārak (1306/1888) for both men and women and it is attributed to the waqf of 
Shajarat al-Durr.59  The hạmmām, or public bathhouse, was a functional necessity of society. 
On the whole, today Cairene hạmmāms are endangered monuments, due to negligence, decay 
and in spite of adaptive reuse; few examples survive (Pl. 53). The architectural typology of 
hạmmāms can be traced to Roman examples. Their location was dependent on the presence 
of water infrastructure.60 Their prime function was to provide for hygiene needs for 
individuals and perhaps to perform ablution rituals for the five daily prayers. Cairene 
bathhouses were usually cruciform in plan.61 The windowless walls of brick covered with 
plaster were of thick dimensions far beyond their structural requirements to retain heat.62 
According to the hypothetical reconstruction of the plan of the complex of Shajarat al-
Durr – proposed by Behrens-Abouseif, the components of the complex existed in close 
proximity to each other. They are almost linear in composition, with the hạmmām at the north 
followed by the palace, then the madrasa and the mausoleum at the south end. The 
                                                          
58 Ibid., 63.  
59 Mubārak, Khitạt,̣ 6:67. The assumption is that Ḥammām al-Khalifa is built (or renovated) on the earlier model 
of Shajarat al-Durr, given that it was financed by her waqf.  
60 Fadli, "The Historic Hạmmāms of Cairo,” 60.  
61 Ibid., 60.  
62 Ibid., 60. 
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mausoleum is located exactly opposite the mausoleum of Sayyida ‘Ātika (c. 515/1122) and 
the mausoleum of Ja‘fari (c.493/1100-515/1122); and the mausoleum of Sayyida Ruqyya (c. 
527/1133) is found at its south west corner (Pls. 6 - 7). The northern side of the complex is 
bordered by the mausoleum of Sayyida Sukayna (d.117/735) (Pl. 8). Thus, Shajarat al-Durr 
chose to be remembered among the sites of female saint’s shrines, and the whole 
neighborhood is named after al-Sayyida Nafīsa (d. 208/824), who was the daughter of Abu 
Muhạmmad Ḥasan, a descendant of Caliph ‘Ali (Pls. 9 - 10).63 The legend of Sayyida Nafīsa 
survives to this day: she is renowned for her piety and virtue to the extent that some miracles 
are attributed to her.64  
 Behrens-Abouseif has attempted to reconstruct the building complex of Shajarat al-
Durr based on a hand-rendered image drawn by Pascal Coste (Pls. 11 - 12).  The beautiful 
drawing was assumed by Behrens-Abouseif to depict the madrasa’s minaret (Pl.13). The 
image shows a brick minaret in almost perfect condition in the midst of a ruined site. Coste 
explains that this deterioration was a result of the presence of the French expedition which 
left the area in ruins. Coste’s short description of the image says that it is a mosque that 
belonged to the 2nd/9th or 3rd /10th centuries.  According to Behrens-Abouseif’s analysis, the 
minaret is datable to 648-1250/ 658-1260s for it shows great stylistic resemblance to the 
minaret of al-Sạ̄liḥiyya (c. 641/1244) and the Ayyubid minaret of Zāwiyat al-Hunūd 
(660/1260) (Pls. 14 - 15).   
 Did Shajarat al-Durr’s waqf include a madrasa or a mosque? Behrens-Abouseif’s 
assumption that the waqf of Shajarat al-Durr was a madrasa rather than a mosque is based on 
Maqrīzī’s account. Indeed, the waqf by the sultāna could have initially functioned as a 
madrasa, but this does not rule out the possibility that its function might change over time. It 
                                                          
63 Behrens-Abouseif, "The Lost Minaret,” 4. 
64 Ibid., 4.  
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is possible that the madrasa was turned into a prayer space and it stopped functioning as a 
madrasa, given that the Hanafī school of thought prevailed in the later Mamluk period. The 
evidence backing up this argument includes later historical sources pointing to a mosque 
there rather than a madrasa, among them being the account of Evliya Çelebi, the 17th century 
Ottoman traveler who wrote about his visit to the cemetery of Sayyida Nafīsa.65 Çelebi 
mentioned the mosque of Shajarat al-Durr, which he found in outstanding condition due to 
her large waqf. Behrens-Abouseif challenges the Déscription de l’Égypte map and claims that 
it confuses the location of a mosque called al-ʼAnwar with the presumed location of the 
‘madrasa / mosque’ of Shajarat al-Durr. To this day, the mosque of Muhạmmad al-ʼAnwar is 
found in al-Khalīfa Street (c.1195/1781), northwest of the mausoleum (Pls. 16 - 17).  
 Another issue to be resolved is the reconstruction of the missing zone at the 
northern corner of the mausoleum, for which the findings of Creswell and Patricolo have 
been considered.  The left panel on the northwest façade shows an incomplete keel arch, 
which was justified by Patricolo to have followed al-Sạ̄lih ̣Ṭalā’iʽs mosque typology (c. 
555/1160) in having a portico supersede the mausoleum’s entrance (Pls. 18 - 19).66 
Comparing a mosque to a mausoleum points out to a weak assumption. Furthermore, 
Behrens-Abouseif reconstruction of the mausoleum suggests that the madrasa shared the 
northeast façade of the mausoleum with minaret of the madrasa attached to the southeast side. 
This reconstruction would then be problematic because it would have made more sense for 
the northwestern façade to function as the main elevation, strengthening the visual connection 
between the mausoleum of ‘Ātika and Ja‘fari and that of Shajarat al-Durr. Moreover, there 
would be no need for such clustering at a relatively non-urbanized part of the city.   
                                                          
65 Evliya Çelebi documented forty years of travel in 10 volumes, Seyahatname of first-handed observations and 
descriptions where many of the incidents recorded are dependent on folk stories. His frequent travels where 
most of the times in the company high-ranking men of state. Çelebi visited many towns of the empire in 
Anatolia, the Balkans, and the Arab provinces, and ventured beyond the boundaries of the Ottoman Empire as 
well. Winter, Mamluks and Ottomans, 123. 
66Creswell, Muslim Architecture, 137. 
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Visualizing the patronage of Shajarat al-Durr helps us interpret the real intentions 
behind building a grand architectural structure in the cemetery. The sultāna sought to 
commemorate her memory within a profile of piety that was reflected on the young students’ 
education –learning Islamic theology, as well as providing a functioning bath house to 
visitors of the cemetery. Regardless of her true intentions, this projecct speaks of the 
sultāna’s wish to be remembered as a pious ruler who did good deeds and thought herself 
worthy to build her funerary structure next to the shrines of Ahl al-bayt.67     
 
1.5 Description of the Mausoleum 
 The mausoleum as it stands today is a freestanding structure surrounded by an 
irregularly shaped courtyard, and it stands at a skewed angle relative to the street alignment. 
It can be accessed from the Khalīfa street by a series of seven descending steps due to the rise 
in the street level of about a meter (Pls. 21- 22). With the exception of the mihrab wall, each 
side is centered by a door opening. The main entrance is through the northeastren door.  
 The most interesting feature about the mausoleum is the keel-shaped dome. The 
unique curve of the dome is in harmony with the exterior architectural treatment. The keel-
arched theme of the triangular window composition at the zone of transition matches the 
profile of the eight openings at the octagonal base (Pl. 29). The apex of the dome reaches a 
height of 14 m – measured from the interior ground level of the mausoleum –  which is 
approximately double the width of squared chamber below. 68    
                                                          
67 Aliaa al-Sandouby had compiled a dissertation on the Ahl al-Bayt featuring important shrine and tombs in 
both Cairo and Damascus. The study has more value now than ever, for it has documented the Ahl al-bayt 
monuments before the mass destruction of monuments due to the Syrian revolution. It highlights three aspects 
related to the survival of the of Ahl al-bayt shrines over time: narrative, practice and the visible built form. It 
recognizes the intangible aspects of shrines. The intangible values of shrines as heritage symbolize a complex of 
rituals, and changing political and religious ties that connect the visitors to the Prophet and his family. The 
narrative as a constituent of cultural heritage preservation and has contributed to the process of formation and 
transformation of shrines. Sandouby, Ahl al-Bayt in Cairo and Damascus, 18-20.  
68 Ibid., 136- 137. 
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The mihrab at the center of the southeast façade projectis slightly and it is bounded by 
two large blind niches of keel-arched shapes with fluted recesses (Pl. 21). Two circular 
medallions and another two lozenges decorate the upper part of the walls. The lozenges have 
a fluted design, while the latter has a star-like pattern. 
The chamfered corners of the southeast façade demonstrate that it was free-standing at 
that end (Pls. 23 - 25). The northeast elevation has no elaborate exterior decoration, due to the 
building of a mosque in the19th century, which was later demolished by the Comité (Pl. 28). 
The stripped-off plastering at the right side of the northeastern façade reveals the original 
construction material of bricks infused with palm trunks. Therefore, it cannot be verified in 
absolute terms that the mausoleum was originally built as a freestanding structure. The half 
keel arch at the far left of the southwest façade casts doubt on the idea of a genuinely 
freestanding structure (Pl. 27).  
Actually, the ‘freestanding’ appearance of the monument is a result of the Comité’s 
intervention, which will be discussed in detail in the following chapter. A detailed description 
of the mausoleum is given by Creswell, who serves as a significant witness to the before-and-
after conservation efforts done by the Comité. Creswell’s account is given in the year 
1335/1917 and he explains that little could be seen from the exterior at his time. A house was 
built against the southwestern side of the mausoleum and the northeastern side was occupied 
by a mosque built in the early 14th/ 19th century, which also covered the northwestern side 
(Pl. 20).69 The entrance to the mausoleum was through the north corner joining the 
mausoleum and 14th/ 19th century mosque. The house and the 14th/ 19th century mosque were 
later demolished.70 The door at the northern corner stands as witness to the 1290/1873 
mosque demolition with the lintel bearing a dated inscription 1242 /1826-7 and referring to 
                                                          
69 Creswell, Muslim Architecture, 136. 
70 Warner, The Monuments of Historic Cairo, 49. 
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an unnamed Abbasid Caliph.71 According to Mubārak, the mosque of al-Khalifa was restored 
by Sayyid Sulīmān ‘Īssā, the supervisor of the waqf for about a quarter of waqf’s budget.72 
The mosque is said to have marble columns, minbar, ablution court and a minaret. The 
mausoleum dome had two shrines, and on the door was an inscription that read: 
“This is the shrine of the Caliph of worth, 
His traits decorated to the people,  
His virtuous architecture speaks of opulence, 
Bannī Abbas congratulates you with pride.” 73 
The unique features of the mausoleum serve to justify why the architectural jewel has 
undergone several layers of restoration.  The interior walls are decorated with rectangular 
panels of dense stucco carving at the three facades with the exception of the mihrab.74  The 
keel-arched niches above the three entrances are carved into flutes that radiate from a central 
panel. The frames of the niches are composed of two rows of mini-stalactites and the 
spandrels are beautifully carved with very dense floral. Pointing to the shallow panel above 
the main entrance, Farīd Shāfiʽi suggests that the Kuffic ornamental patterns formed by the 
vertical shafts of letters that are symmetrically arranged in the keel-shaped panels is a 
Moroccan feature. 75  However, the panels decoration seems to be a continuation of earlier 
precedents such as the mausoleum of al-Imam al-Shāfiʽi. The transitional zone has two tiers 
of stalactites from which the recent polychrome paint has been stripped off, unearthing 
original painted medallions. The ongoing conservation work is discussed in Chapter 4 (Pl. 
31).  
                                                          
71 Creswell, Muslim Architecture, 136. This inscription signifies that the Abbasid caliphs were guardians of the 
mausoleum and complex till this period of time, renovating and rebuilding Shajarat al-Durr’s waqf.  
72 Mubārak, Khitạt,̣ 5:32; Creswell, Muslim Architecture of Egypt, 136.  
73 Mubārak, Khitạt,̣ 5:32 (My translation). Mubārak adds that a dated inscription carved on a stucco plate bears 
the date 509/1115 which confirms Coste’s assumption. This could either indicate that Mubārak relied on Coste’s 
information, or that Shajarat al-Durr’s complex was based on an earlier Fatimid construction.  
74 Creswell, Muslim Architecture, 138.  
75 Shāfiʽi, West Islamic Influences, 31.  
18 
 
The interior is famous for the mosaic mihrab showcasing a tree of pearls – considered 
the earliest surviving example of the medium in the Ayyubid period in Egypt (Pl. 30). 
Michael Meinecke argues that the mosaics were introduced around the time of the reign of 
Sultan Qālāwūn (r.677/1279-689/1290), following the later Syrian decorative style found at 
the mihrab of his funerary complex.76 With stylistic comparison the tree motif easily fits the 
suggested Qālāwūnīd era.77 The motif is a representation of the queen’s name, literally a tree 
branching with pearls. The tree occupies a central position and has a background of golden 
mosaics. Such personal projection increases the probability of assuming that the patron was 
directly involved in the design and construction process of the mausoleum and that its mosaic 
decoration was not a later addition.  
Two inscription friezes line the interior; the lower wooden frieze has carved 
decoration (Pls. 32 - 33). Creswell suggests that it might have been taken from the Fatimid 
Western Palace (c. 364/975-385/996). It is possible that the wooden frieze was borrowed 
from the Fatimid royal city, and perhaps even borrowed from the Fatimid building structures 
that were present at the cemetery. The second wooden frieze was covered in stucco on which 
was carved naskh Qur’anic inscriptions. Van Bercham and Herz studied this inscription and 
concluded that it most probably copied an original one.78 It was suggested that the upper 
frieze was once painted over in a thick layer of black by Shajarat al-Durr’s “enemies”.79 
Later, in the Ottoman period, it was painted over in white with the queen’s titles.80 The 
                                                          
76 Flood, "Umayyad Survivals and Mamluk Revivals,” 66. 
77 Ibid., 66. 
78 Ibid., 139. 
79 Ibid., 139; “Afterwards, the technical department moved the tomb of the sultạ̄na Shajarat al-Durr to examine 
the engraved inscription that was reported by Mr. P. Casanova during the 97th session of the committee. Due to 
certain marks that could clearly be seen, we were able to conclude that in question was a very interesting ancient 
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inscription originally carved. It would also be useful to proceed with the cleaning of the tomb hall, which will 
allow to find out whether there are blocked windows under the plastering with the objective to re-open them 
since the place lacks both light and air.” (Translated) Comité 1900, f89.  
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controversial legacy of the patron, first hated and then transformed into a legendary icon, is a 
key point in discussing the conservation history of the mausoleum.  
The mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr used to host two cenotaphs, one for an 
anonymous Abbasid Caliph, and the other attributed to Shajarat al-Durr.  The anonymous 
cenotaph at the mausoleum was present up until the year 1249/ 1877, but has disappeared 
later during restoration (Pl. 34.) 81  The 1318/ 1900 Comité Bulletins published notices 
concerning that matter. The sources of the information for the report include the Déscription 
de l’Égypte and an 1888 report of Dār al-Maʽārif. The cenotaph was believed to be attributed 
to the seventeenth and last caliph who died in Egypt in 945-46/ 1538-39.  A smaller cenotaph, 
positioned off-center, was said to belong to Shajarat al-Durr.82 The reconstruction of the 
wooden cenotaph that is attributed to Shajarat al-Durr is more or less a collage of wooden 
panels bearing Qur’anic verses (Pl. 35). 83 The Qur’anic inscriptions reveal nothing special 
about the patron or the time of the mausoleum construction. The contents speak of God’s 
mercy, heaven as a reward for the believers, and other verses in praise of the Prophet. The 
juxtaposition of verses without a consistent theme increases the likelihood that the cenotaph 
is composed of recycled elements. It was suggested that Shajar al-Durr was buried beside the 
wall near the north-eastern exit.84 However, when the Comité excavated the floor of the 
mausoleum in search of the tomb’s entrance, nothing was found.  
 
1.6 Discussion 
The purpose of recounting the lively history of Shajarat al-Durr before the technical 
description of the mausoleum is to help the reader visualize the domed chamber within the 
thrilling political context of the late Ayyubid period.  The erected building has as much 
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character as that of the patron. Analyzing Shajarat al-Durr’s story in connection with 
Ayyubid architectural patronage supports this conclusion. The sultāna’s involvement with the 
royal family gave her enough reason to commission her own project when she had the 
opportunity. She made use of the circumstances to attain substantial power, without which it 
is doubtful her mausoleum would survive to this day. In order to compare her mausoleum to 
stylistic precedents we need to picture the Ayyubid context in Egypt and Syria as a whole. 
If we look closely at Shajarat al-Durr’s story, there are clues that indicate the 
sultāna’s strong character and intellect – the traits that ultimately led to her building 
commission. Those clues are intertwined with the biography of her first husband al-Sạ̄lih ̣
Najm al-Dīn. Zooming in on a few years of al-Sạ̄lih’̣s chronology, he experienced many 
hardships as a result of his connection with the royal family. Not only physical hardships of 
imprisonment but the day-to-day struggles with distrusting siblings, courtship management 
and military stewardship.  During the lifetime of his father, al-Malik al-Kāmil, al-Sạ̄lih’̣s 
brother al-‘Ādil was appointed as heir to the Egyptian throne, while al-Sạ̄lih ̣was delegated 
the less prestigious responsibility of governing Aleppo. Al-Kāmil feared that his son would 
take over Egypt’s reign in his time. After his short period of governorship (637-38/1239-40) 
al-Sạ̄lih ̣was fighting his Ayyubid rivals in Syria and Palestine over the governorship of Syria 
and his brother al-‘Ādil over Egypt.85 Al-Sạ̄lih ̣lost to his rivals in Damascus when his army 
deserted him and was captured by his cousin al-Nasīr Dāwūd. Al-Sạ̄lih ̣was imprisoned 
together with Shajarat al-Durr and Baybars al-Bunduqdārī.86 Al-Sạ̄lih,̣ the legitimate heir to 
the Ayyubid throne, learnt that he should create his own circle of trust so as not to be 
betrayed once again. He worked on building his own army by recruiting mamluks - a process 
which was first introduced by S̟alāh ̣al-Dīn.87 He bestowed large iqtās upon his favored amirs 
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in order to guarantee their loyalty. Al-Sạ̄lih ̣later killed his brother al-‘Ādil out of fear that he 
would reclaim the throne.88 Years later, his own son Turānshāh was murdered.  
Such bloodshed was not the only legacy bequeathed by Ayyubid princes to later 
Mamluk rulers. Al-Sạ̄lih ̣introduced rules and practices at court and to the army that were 
followed years later. He delegated roles to Mamluk amirs of his own al-Sạ̄liḥyya unit, so that 
he would be free to join military expeditions or keep to his own palace. He restricted those 
who reported to him to the top managerial ranks. The delegated responsibilities among his 
trusted few obviously included Shajarat al-Durr. As the wife and former mistress of al-Sạ̄lih ̣
Nājm al-Dīn, Shajarat al-Durr would have learned the necessary life lessons to survive the 
complex political traps of al-Sạ̄lih’̣s reign. She was familiar with the system of administration 
at the court and its delegated Mamluk personnel. Shajarat al-Durr’s authority extended 
beyond the boundaries of the palace. She gave orders to both the administrative staff and the 
army. She knew the personal strengths and weaknesses of those who worked with the sultan. 
With her wit and cunning behavior, she was able to lobby for her accession to the throne after 
al-Sạ̄lih’̣s death. The circumstances of the victory of the Mamluks winning over the Franks 
worked in Shajarat al-Durr’s favor sparing the oath of allegiance to the Ayyubids’ line of rule 
rather than directly assuming power.  
I argue that Shajarat al-Durr’s role was a transitional one in the first place.  She was 
not forced to step down but rather abdicated the throne to Aybak to secure her authority 
against Mamluk rivals. A woman of her intelligence would surely understand the odds of 
staying in power amongst a family of Ayyubids who doubted her legitimacy and an army of 
soldiers who saw themselves to be more worthy of her throne that she was. The question of 
whether or not the Abbasid caliph sent his letter in objection to her reign hardly influenced 
her to step down. Her years of governorship can be presumed to have represented a 
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continuation of al-Sạ̄lih’̣s administrative procedures with no substantial change to the systems 
in place before his departure.  
I would also like to dispute the commonly quoted reason of Shajarat al-Durr’s plot 
against Aybak. It is doubtful that it was fueled by jealousy because he considered marrying 
another woman. If love was the moral of the story, it is more likely she would have taken 
revenge against the future second wife. The analysis of the sultāna’s persona speaks of a 
strong character and a tough heart. From a more pragmatic perspective, the sultāna would not 
take a license to kill unless Aybak trespassed her authority. Six years into office (654-55/ 
1256-7), Aybak commissioned a madrasa beside commercial structures in Fustat.89 The 
endowment estate included a double hạmmām, an apartment house and a commercial 
building.90 Moreover, he used al-Sạ̄lih’̣s citadel at the island of Rawdạ for storing the 
building materials.91 Thus, Aybak’s foreseen marriage is yet another manifestation of him 
taking control, and should not be judged as the sole cause of Shajarat al-Durr’s vengeance. 
She was once again walking in al-Sạ̄lih’̣s steps, getting rid of rivals to the throne.  
The genius of the sultāna is not restricted to her interpersonal skills, but her ability to 
achieve the best out of the foreseen circumstances. The finest illustration of her opportunistic 
intelligence is her decision to build her funerary endowment right after she constructed that of 
her late husband. If the pious intentions are set aside, it may very well seem an extremely 
bold feminist statement. Now that the sultan had been commemorated in a presentable royal 
structure in the heart of the city, the sultāna could have an equally fabulous funerary complex 
in the vicinity of the Citadel.  
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By comparing the mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr to earlier funerary structures, it 
becomes clear that there was always a shared precedent portraying similar architectural 
features (Pls. 36-38).92 This comparative analysis is used to emphasize continuity of local 
building traditions. The mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr shares many architectural similarities 
with the mausoleum of al-Sạ̄lih ̣(c.647/1250). In return, al-Sạ̄lih ̣arguably reflects several 
decorative similarities with the mausoleum of al-Imam al- Shafiʽi, notably the circular and 
angled square medallions above the keel-arched niches on the exterior facades (Pl. 4). The 
three mausoleums are reminiscent of Fatimid decorative vocabulary – al-Aqmar’s façade, for 
example (c. 519/1125) (Pl. 39). It has been noted by Creswell, that the tripartite composition 
of the mausoleum of the Abbasid Caliphs (around 658/1260) – similarly that of Shajarat al-
Durr -– bears resemblance with the Kaʽba covering which was described by Nāsịr Khussru in 
442/1050. According to Khussru, on each side of the Kaʽba there are three golden 
embroidered mihrabs on a white and horizontally striped background, with the central mihrab 
is the largest. 93 Creswell's argumentation for this analogy, was based on the fact that the 
Kiswa was always woven in Egypt from quite an early date. 94  In other words, the tripartite 
design was commonly applied – from a design point of view – upon squarish structures; and 
the Kiswa pattern was yet another variation.   
 Al-Sạ̄lih’̣s mausoleum is more monumental than the mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr. 
The current state of the mausoleum of al-Sạ̄lih ̣has undergone changes from what it used to be 
in 648/1250 (Pl. 36). The transformations to the layout started during the reign of al-Ẓahīr 
                                                          
92 Galila el-Kadi and Alain Bonnamy documented a modern narrative of the funerary buildings, yet emphasizing 
the history of al-Qarafa. The book traces paradigm shifts in religious beliefs related to commemoration and built 
funerary structures. It also analyzes the north, south and east quarters of the Cairene cemeteries while tackling 
urban challenges of inhabited cemeteries and heritage related issues. The organized and clear manner by which 
maps and images of the mausoleums are displayed in the book facilitated the stylistic comparison of 
mausoleums in the Cairene cemeteries. El-Kadi, Architecture for the Dead. 
93 Creswell, Muslim Architecture of Egypt, 93. 
94 Ibid., 94.  
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Baybars when he first erected his madrasa (c.658/1260) to the north of the Sạ̄lihịyya 
complex.95 The domed chamber is architecturally bigger in size with interior dimensions of 
10.65m, almost one and a half times the size of Shajarat al-Durr’s mausoleum.96 The exterior 
decoration bears resemblance to the mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr and the mausoleum 
ornamentation matched the façade of the madrasa (c. 641/1244). The façade overlooking al-
Qas̟aba bears the same tri-partite composition of the main panels. The interior also shows 
some decorative similarities with Shajarat al-Durr, though gives off a more extravagant air. It 
is lined with two wooden friezes, but the wall height and proportions convey more grandeur 
than that of Shajarat al-Durr (Pl. 40). The apex of the dome reaches at a height of 20 meters.97 
 The ingenuity of the architect can be detected in working with the surrounding 
constraints. The mausoleum was built in response to an existing urban morphology on the site 
that originally occupied the Fatimid western palace and parallel to a once existing eastern 
palace.  The plan of the mausoleum shows that it is aligned to the street, a feature first 
witnessed in al-Aqmar mosque (Pls .41- 42). Most Cairene historical buildings of this period 
are set askew to the street to get the true orientation of the qibla.98 The western façade of the 
mausoleum was integrated with the pre-existing Ṣāliḥyaa madrasa and the mausoleum was 
built on land previously occupied by an existing room for a Mālkī sheikh residing in the 
madrasa, which Maqrīzī mentioned in his Khitạt.̣99 The poet Ibn al-Sīnyra said the following 
verses when he passed by al-Sạ̄lih’̣s mausoleum: 
                                                          
95 Nairy Hampikian, conservation professional, traces the conservation history of the mausoleum of al-Sạ̄liḥ and 
analyzes the morphological development to the complex since its foundation. Hampikian’s doctoral dissertation 
presents the archeological history of al-Sạ̄lihịyya complex highlighting the work of DAIK (German 
Archeological Institute in Cairo) in which she was part of the team, and recommends a general action plan for 
conserving the complex in the future. The study was referenced for relative archeological details for the 
mausoleum of al-Sạ̄lih.̣ Hampikian, Complex of al-Ṣālihịyya.  
96 Ibid., 38.  
97 Ibid., 39.  
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99 Maqrīzī, Khitat, 3: 466.  
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  “You built schools for the holy scholars 
  To survive the day of judgement  
  No place have you found to build a home [mausoleum]  
  To reside in except next to Mālik”100  
 The protruding mausoleum on al-Qas̟aba is meant to dominate the busy street, 
imposing its iconic significance on the passerby. By attaching the mausoleum to al-Sạ̄lih’̣s 
madrasa, the sultan’s memory was re-established on the main spine of al-Qahira. 101 Shajar 
al-Durr also continued al-Sạ̄lih’̣s policy of having presence in al-Qahira. The mausoleum of 
al-Sạ̄lih ̣set the stage of transforming the Fatimid city into both a religious and funerary 
exhibition for later Mamluk amirs. The connectedness of the three structures of the Sạ̄lihỵya 
madrasa, mausoleum and the madrasa of al-Ẓahīr may indicate the close relationship between 
the founders.102 The madrasa of al-Sạ̄lih ̣– whether by accident or design – acted as a 
legitimizing symbol for the later Mamluk rule and an architectural typology to be followed.    
By a close examination of the Cairene cemeteries, several similar architectural 
examples can be identified. The tomb of the Abbasid caliphs (around 658/1260) exhibits the 
closest external decorative relationship (Pls. 43-45). Its foundation can be attributed to 
Baybars and hosts many cenotaphs, the earliest of which is an envoy of the Abbasid Caliph 
Abu Nadla dated to 640/ 1242-3.103 The façade has the same decorative treatment of keel-
arched niches, the fluted medallions on the spandrels, and lozenges and geometrical 
decorative details. 104 Also the stalactites above the chamfered corners are similar. 105 Another 
example is found at the mausoleum of al-H̟asawatī (c.544/1150) where the stalactite keel-
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arched frame of the mihrab shows some resemblance to that of Shajarat al-Durr, although the 
conch of the mihrab and the surrounding epigraphy is strikingly different. The southeast 
façade of the mausoleum and madrasa of Shaykh Zayn al-Dīn Yusuf (c.697/1298) shows 
fluted keel-arched panels and chamfered corners (Pls. 47- 48).  
The centrality of Shajarat al-Durr to the material presented here must not lead us to 
assume that the building patronage by a queen was as unique. The sultāna is merited for the 
strategic precision of the construction timing, but the concept of female patronage is not new. 
She spent some time in Syria in the retinue of al-Sạ̄lih ̣when he was governor and, more 
generally, the Ayyubids governed Egypt and Syria simultaneously. Female patrons of 
funerary architecture set precedents in Saladin’s Aleppo, in Ayyubid Cairo, as well as in the 
later Circassian Mamluk dynasty where the tradition reached a far more elaborate air.  The 
patronage of females was strongly represented in Ayyubid Damascus. The endowed 
madrasas, mausoleums, hospices, rībāṭs and khānqas were not limited to the princesses of the 
royal family; documented examples illustrate that even daughters of ‘ulamaʼ as well as the 
wives of military soldiers managed to endow charitable foundations.106 Later Mamluk 
examples show that it would become a trend among the Mamluk royal elite. Fat̟īma Khātūn 
(c.682/1284), the wife of Sultan Qālāwūn followed a similar concept at the neighborhood of 
Sayyida Nafīsa (Pl. 49). Other examples of female mausoleums attached to religious 
foundations include al- Khuwānd Tụghāy - Nasīr Muhạmmad’s wife - built a mausoleum-
khanqa in the Northern Cemetery in 749/1348, and the madrasa of ʼUmm al-Sultạ̄n Shaʽbān  
at the foot of the Citadel built in 770-71/1368-69. 107 
The patronage of females in the Ayyubid and Mamluk periods is embedded within the 
social context of the time. D’Hulster and Van Stenbergen establish an alternative lineage for 
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the Mamluk rulers to the obvious father-son throne transfer.108 Mamluk sultans in many 
instances married female relatives of earlier sultans in order to compensate for their lack of 
pedigree.109 Ten princesses of the Mamluk dynasty were referenced for the ‘in-law marriage’ 
theory.  Shajarat al-Durr was notably excluded from this discussion because her career was 
significantly covered by earlier literature due to her direct involvement in politics. However, 
the marriage lineage theory can be observed in the reign of Shajarat al-Durr. She herself was 
the transitional node between two sultans. Moreover, Aybak’s attempted marriage to the 
daughter of the Baghdad Caliph to strengthen his political network is an example of this 
phenomenon.  The marriage theory can also be linked to the role of women as caretakers of 
property as discussed by Carl Petry, who identifies economic symbolism to these marriages. 
Women were assigned to take care of endowed properties as they were symbols of longevity  
 ̶  outliving their male relations  ̶  which means property was sustained for a longer time 
span.110  
Shajarat al-Durr’s role of transition between the Ayyubid and Mamluk dynasties 
places her at a chronological juncture. Consequently, it is important to recognize the patron 
and her architectural outcome as a continuation in the historical narrative without focusing on 
distinctions of nomenclature, between what amounted to Saladin’s or Nasīr’s eras. The same 
transitional principle follows suit with the stylistic categorization of the decorative themes of 
her building. The keel-arched and fluted-style decoration is typical of the Ayyubid period, 
borrowed from the Fatimid dynasty and later influential for the Mamluk building identity. 
The Fatimid mosque of al-Ḥakīm (c. 316/928) and al-ʼAqmar Mosque (c. 519/1125) bear 
resemblance with this type of paneled decoration and carved medallions (Pls. 39, 51).  
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In the Cairene context, given the Fatimids’ infusion of the cemetery with 
commemorative structures and the tradition among female Ayyubid royalty to endow 
foundations, it comes as no surprise that Shajarat al-Durr commissioned a complex. The 
site’s location in the southern outskirts of al-Fustat, with its low urban density, must have 
dictated the layout of the building complex. The mausoleum is located opposite the shrines of 
‘Ātika and al-Jaʽfari. The buffer zone between the funerary buildings is what later developed 
into a street. The idea of having the mausoleum at the most visible and accessible location 
was also an innovation of Shajarat al-Durr at the Qas̟aba. Her endowment must be seen not 
only as a rightful advantage of governorship, but perquisite Ayyubid royalty through 
marriage.  
The idea of funerary commemorative structures goes back to ancient times, but their 
practice in the Islamic era is arguably not a continuation of a pre-Islamic tradition. Early 
Islamic practitioners condemned the erection of mausoleums in the belief of an equal and 
humble burial. In fact, early Muslim doctrine condemned any architectural glorification of 
tombs to an extent that the funerary ceremonies themselves were not favored.111 Oleg Grabar 
proposes, after a thorough study of early commemorative structures, that the 4th/11th and 5th/ 
12th century revival of domed mausoleums may have been inspired by princely domestic 
architecture.112  The early surviving mausoleums served to glorify holy places or to pay 
tribute to young princes.113 Apart from the early mausoleums in Iraq commemorating ‘Ali 
and al-Ḥusāyn, higher concentrations of commemorative structures are present in the north-
eastern provinces of Iran and in Egypt.114 It makes sense in terms of prestige to adopt the 
same form when attempting to commemorate a venerated individual. The Fatimids are the 
known to have exploited the mausoleum and shrine idea in commemorating Shiʽa Imams and 
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religious figures. Likewise, identifying with the form of the domed chamber as a religious 
commemorative structure became an inherited tradition in later Islamic dynasties. This 
tentative explanation that way back beyond the foundation date of the mausoleum in order to 
justify why the mausoleum takes the main form that it does.115  
To what extent was the sultāna involved in overseeing the construction of her 
property? Ayyubid sultans had set the trend of making a public appearance during 
inauguration ceremonies and being directly involved with the construction supervision. Al-
Malik al-Kāmil is said to have joined his princes and mamluks in digging the Nile bed with 
his own hands, and al-Sạ̄lih ̣ʼAyyūb personally supervised the construction work at his citadel 
at Rawdạ (Pl. 52).116 In the case of a female ruler, however, such public presence is highly 
unlikely. She may have spoken of her architectural desires to the construction supervisor and 
he would have taken care of it. Al-Qarāfa, like the public markets, afforded opportunities for 
social mixing that was not generally permissible in the confines of the city itself. 117 Thus, 
subtle visits to the construction site may have occurred, given the flexible atmosphere of the 
context. Otherwise freedom of women in the traditional public sphere was complicated by 
social boundaries between classes, occupations, ethnic groups and religious communities.118 
The Qarāfa as a means to publically express oneself in the practices of visitations and among 
the neighboring communities may have contributed to Shajarat al-Durr’s decision to have her 
mausoleum to be built in the cemeteries.   
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The presence of Shajarat al-Durr’s complex in the cemetery of al-Sayyida Nafīsa is an 
architectural metaphor of both power and piety. It is in the ‘vicinity of the righteous,’ 
bounded by the mausoleums of female members of Ahl al-bayt. Better yet, it is in the vicinity 
of the Citadel, the Ayyubid administrative throne. It is also a strong reminder of the extensive 
participation of the elites in venerating the dead, a common cultural value that was strongly 
present in medieval society. Within such a socio-cultural context, the cemetery was a 





CHAPTER TWO: WAQF AND CONSERVATION IN ISLAMIC HISTORY 
This chapter traces the conservation mechanisms and attitudes which contributed to 
the survival of the built heritage of Shajarat al-Durr. Three main concepts are discussed: 
‘Islamic’ historiography, elites’ intervention and the waqf system. The first section compares 
and contrasts the work of three medieval historians in order to understand the meaning of 
conservation in early historical writings. The second section reflects on examples of 
conservation interventions commissioned by royalty throughout the Ayyubid, Mamluk and 
Ottoman dynasties. Such attitudes towards the preservation of religious monuments helps us 
understand how the mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr survived. The third section discusses 
some of the basic waqf principles and how they relate to conservation. Finally, a theoretical 
reconstruction of the endowment deed of Shajarat al-Durr is presented in order to highlight 
the importance of the waqf system – and documents – in preserving monuments.   
 
2.1 “Literary” Conservation by Historians  
Conservation in theory is deeply rooted in Islamic philosophy. The roles of the Qur’an 
and hadith have contributed to this philosophy. According to Mahdī H̟udjat, the Qur’an does 
not use the term tarīkh (history).119 However, other synonyms such as qisas, h̟adīth, naba’ are 
present among the verses. Such terminology indicates the emphasis of the Qur’an on 
narrating timeless incidents for humankind, and thus consolidating history for future 
generations.120 Hadith literature, on the other hand, depends on isnād – a process of tracing 
the chain of transmitters of the hadith to the Prophet, a process which guarantees verification 
of the sources and thus preserves oral history.121  Principles of verification of sources were 
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applied in historical writings of the Islamic era. Analyzing the writing methodology of 
historians is a valuable indicator to understand conservation from a theological perspective. 
The writings of al-Tabarī (224-311/839-923), Ibn Khaldūn (732-809/1332-1406) and Maqrīzī 
(765-846/ 1364- 1442) have set their own criteria of scholarship trying to conserve history.   
Al-Tabarī (224-311/839-923) is an influential Persian scholar and historian, wrote on 
history, theology and a commentary on the Qur’an. Tarīkh al-rusūl wa’l-mulūk also known as 
Tarīkh al-Tabarī is among the earliest texts written compiling Islamic history. Tabari relied 
on isnād as a method of verifying narrative, relying on the works of earlier historians to 
compose his history. His sources included the work of Ibn Isḥaq, Kalbī lbn Saʽad and al-
Muqafaʽ. Al-Tabarī’s writing was influential in the early era of the Islamic Caliphate for it 
justifies the existence of a new religion to the whole human history.122 Accordingly, al-
Tabarī’s writing is much more comprehensive than earlier monographs.  He used a large 
number of earlier sources, and his style of writing is void of the ‘fanciful’ tone that 
accompanied many later writings. Probably, his learning and career as a jurist and a faqīh 
contributed to the authenticity and truthfulness of his work. The understanding of writing 
history at that time was more or less quoting the sources of earlier times, and arranging those 
quotes into a logical narrative. Early histories can be perceived as a continuum of oral 
history, which was passed down to future generations. Factual texts were listed, one after the 
                                                          
practice of hadith transmission was favored by females due to its suiting nature from a social perspective. The 
ijaza (certification system) was given at an early childhood age long before the students actually studied the 
material and were eligible of teaching; a practice which was not common in other religious subjects of study. 
This arrangement permitted less interactive time between female students and male teachers. Moreover, hadith 
studies can be learned at different ages and various capacities. At an elementary stage students would learn short 
basic narratives, and at a more advanced stage students would memorize longer passages with the 
accompanying structure of the chain of transmitters. Although the above mentioned profile is indicative of the 
Hạnbalī Mamluk Syrian context, it draws interesting observations regarding the role of women as scholars. 
Hadith transmission was an exceptional career path that welcomed female students at a time when women were 
excluded from the studying other theological subjects. It also highlights the role of female scholars outside the 
madrasa institutions. It is highly unlikely that females were registered as teachers in educational facilities. The 
flexible and non-institutionalized medium in which woman participated in society must be affirmed for it is 
generally marginalized in medieval history. Sayeed, "Women and Ḥadīth Transmission,” 74-75.  
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other, and sources were verified by attaching an isnād. What is defined as a fact now is not 
necessarily what early historians understood as a fact. Conflicting accounts can be present but 
each would have its independent source of verification. Thus, al-Tabarī can be considered a 
pioneer in the field of historiography in the early period of Islam inspiring a new genre of 
scholarship.  
Ibn Khaldūn (732-809/1332-d.1406) is considered the founder of sociology and is 
best known for his Muqaddima. The Muqaddima, literally meaning introduction, is the 
preface preceding his three-volume compendium of world history. He was born in Granada, 
studied in Fez and worked within the judiciary system in Egypt during the reign of the Sultan 
Barquq.123 In many aspects, Ibn Khaldūn’s interpretation of history and scholarship were 
ahead of his time. The following phrase could be interpreted as his definition of history: “the 
inner meaning of history involves speculation, an attempt to get to a truth, subtle explanation 
of the causes and origins of existing things.”124 He criticized historiographical scholarship 
identifying the reasons why historians relay misleading information. Among such reasons is 
the partisanship of scholars, reliance upon transmitters without verification of sources and 
sequence of events, and not questioning the context in which the narratives where written.125 
He explains why court historians may be susceptible to error when they seek praise or to 
maintain power.  The work of Ibn-Khaldūn draws attention to the contextual factors 
associated with early historical references, which is an important consideration in evaluating 
the authenticity of early writings.  
Maqrīzī (765-846/1364- 1442) is well known for his Khitạt.̣ The 15th-century 
historian compiled the urban history of Cairo’s buildings, architecture, streets and ḥāras in an 
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unprecedented work, which is referenced until today.126 The tone of writing is authoritative 
and critical, nostalgic and generally nationalistic. He influenced many later works, including 
the Khiṭaṭ al-Tawfiqiya in the 19th century Egypt by ʽAlī Mubārak.127 The Khitạt ̣aims to 
describe the Cairene urban morphology and history, which can be considered architectural 
conservation in literary format. Maqrīzī somehow feared losing the urban heritage in the 
future, and hence was inspired to compile the encyclopedic work.  
 Reflecting on the writings of the above-mentioned historians, it is deduced that the 
idea of conservation and preservation has prevailed throughout Arab and Islamic history. It is 
also noted that the histories of this earlier period take a much simpler perspective than 
modern day theories. This perspective presents itself as fact-based and the system of 
verification of sources is inspired from the oral tradition. ‘Islamic’ historiography – if such a 
label is valid – was a product of its time and context. It was also a by-product of judicial 
philosophies, according to which reasoning and verification were essential tools to compile 
legal codes. It is written in an authoritative tone, criticizing the conduct of earlier societies 
while idealizing the demeanor of the umma. History, hence heritage, was preserved to learn 
lessons from the past and enlighten Islamic societies. Historical writings, especially Maqrīzī’s 
genre of Khitạt ̣can be understood as conservation in a literature format that co-existed with 
the waqf system which will be discussed in the following section.   
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2.2 Conservation by Decree: Interventions by Elites  
Religious monuments – mosques and shrines alike –  have always attracted royalty to 
invest in their upkeep; repairing the buildings and and altering the waqf budget. Though very 
little information is available specific to the mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr, the restoration 
efforts practiced within the Cairene context – and elsewhere – reflect common conservation 
trends that may have been practiced at the mausoleum.  
Hụssam Mahdī studied the extent of conservation efforts along the history of Islamic 
dynasties in Cairo, taking four mosques as cases studies: mosque of ‘Amr (21/642), Ibn 
Tụ̄lūn (256/879), al-Azḥar (359/970), and al-Hạ̄kim (381/992). Charting the conservation 
efforts, carried out at the above mentioned Cairene mosques, it becomes evident that the 
conservation of monuments was known and practiced in the Arab-Islamic world. The 
Ayyubids contributed generally less to the preservation – and building – of mosques than the 
Fatimids. The Mamluks projected slightly better performance than the Ayyubids, while the 
Ottomans focused mostly on al-Azhar mosque.128 In fact, during the latest phases of the 
Mamluk period, awqaf properties were almost half the area of Cairo.129 Although Mahdī's 
study cannot be used to draw mere generalizations, it gives an indication about the relative 
attitudes employed across dynasties to preserve mosques. The mosque of ‘Amr witnessed 
considerable renovations, and the present form cannot be compared to its original.130  The 
most interesting contribution to the mosque of Ibn Tụ̄lūn was by Lajīn in 696/1296.131 Lajīn 
was hiding in the mosque because of his accusation of assassination of Sụltān al-Ahsraf 
Khalīl. He vowed that once he was powerful and wealthy he will restore this mosque; and he 
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did.132 The mosque of al-Hạ̄kim had been restored along the Ayyubid, Mamluk and Ottoman 
eras.133  Interestingly, two merchants by the 8th/14th and 9th/15th century centuries financed its 
restoration, ascertaining that upper and middle classes of the society were also keen – and 
able –  to preserve the religious heritage. Likewise, al-Azhar mosque presents remarkable 
cases of renovations, extensions and additions across centuries. Twenty-eight different actors 
contributed to its historical re-shaping.134 It is with no doubt that the ‘pious’ contributions by 
the elites across dynastities, shaped and preserved the Cairene heritage. However, the wide 
programs of ‘repairs’ were not necessarily authentic or matched the stylistic genre of the 
monuments.  
Finbarr Flood studied the ‘influence’ of Umayyad stylistic features and its re-
emergence within Mamluk buildings. The vine leaf decoration – known as the karma – which 
was beautifully present in the Great Mosque of Damascus, had reappeared in the mausoleum 
of Baybars in Damascus (c. 671/1281), and in the Cairene mausoleums of Qālāwūn (c. 
683/1285) and his son al-Nasịr Muhạmmad (c. 703/1304).135 With the same logic of stylistic 
copying in mind, Flood supports the argument made by Meinecke about the mihrab mosaics 
of the mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr being a later Qālāwūnid addition, for it matches the 
stylistic chronology and again shows a Syrian inspiration.136 Another argument made by 
Flood suggests that patrons copied stylistic features – whether architectural or decorative – 
from older buildings in order to legitimize their rule.137  Such behavior is believed to have 
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contributed to the changes in the physical and spatial configuration of the mausoleum of 
Shajarat al-Durr and at the cemetery of al-Sayyida Nafīsa. The tomb of the Abbasid Caliphs 
(c. 658/1260) – commissioned by Baybars – shows direct resemblance to the mausoleum of 
Shajarat al-Durr (c. 647/1250), which in turn shows strong resemblance to the Sạ̄lihịyya 
madrasa (c.641/1244) that is very similar to the mausoleum of al-Imam al-Shafiʽi -–renovated 
by al-Kāmil. Therefore, the existence of a stylistic chronology (or lack of it) is a means to 
interpret how sultans sought to draw their legitimacy.   
Natural disasters were yet another factor that accelerated the notion of restoration and 
rebuilding. In the aftermath of the shocking 703/1303 earthquake which caused much damage 
to Cairo and its cemetery, substantial renovation efforts took place in the city proper during 
the reign of al-Nasi̟r Muhạmmad.138 Al-Qalqashandī (d. 821/1418) mentions a contemporary 
account describing the cemetery at the time of al- Nas̟ir Muhạmmad: “[the cemetery] has 
monumental buildings, magnificent palaces that are enchanting to the eye…[with] its jāmiʽs, 
zāwiyas, ribāts and khānqas, but not many people live there.” 139  Later Mamluk sultans and 
amirs followed the example of al-Naṣir’s Muhạmmad’s building and rebuilding endeavors, 
though they did not receive as much attention by Maqrīzī. Jaqmaq, ‘Ināl, and Qaytbāy were 
known for their tours around the city; ordering the removal of illegal structures, the building 
of commercial structures, and the implementation of necessary repairs.140 Besides 
demonstrating his piety in renovating al-Azhar and ʽAmr mosque, Qaytbay refurbished 
several other shrines. His work included building a dome over the tomb of the prophet in 
Media, restoring the shrines of al-Shāfiʽī and Imam al-Laīth as well as building several 
madrasas in Bilād al-Sham, al-Hịjāz, and Alexandria. 141 He also restored the tomb of al-
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Sayyida Nafīsa; reconstructing and decorating the dome, columns and minaret.142  The year 
741/1348 marks the Black Death in Egypt’s history, during which one-third of the Cairene 
population was wiped out. However, such a catastrophic death toll did not result in great 
change on the urban morphology of the cemetery.143 As many as sixteen plagues occurred 
during the period of 749/1348-919/1513.144  Strangely enough, the deteriorating economic 
and political conditions of the late Mamluk era were paralleled by beautiful mosque 
architecture – for example the funerary complex of Qaytbay at the Northern Cemetery 
(879/1474).  
The Ottoman governors and princes in Cairo also undertook to repair the shrines 
along with other religious institutions. For instance, the Ottoman governor, ʽAli Pasha al-
Wazir (r. 956-961/1549-1554) commissioned the restoration of the maqām of al-Sayyida 
Zaīnab at Qanātịr al-Sibāʽ.145 However, the Ottoman rulers were not as keen as the mamluks 
to build lavish funerary structures. Out of the one hundred and ten pashas heading the 
government between 923/1517 and 1130/1798 (i.e. from the end of the Mamluk rule till the 
French Expedition), just twenty-seven endowed charitable properties, in which only six 
buildings are found in the cemetery.146 The 17th century Dutch traveler, Jon Sommer, noted 
that “[the cemetery] measured just seven leagues in circumference in the days of the 
Mamluks.”147 It was not until the time of Muhạmmad ‘Ali (r. 1220/1805 -1264/1848) that 
significant urbanization changed the map of the cemetery. ʼIsmāʽil Pasha (r. 1280/1863-
1296/1879) further ‘modernized’ Cairo and the cemetery once again hosted spacious 
mausoleums of the royal elite.  
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In contrast to the vigorous initiatives that were taken by the elites towards restoration 
of religious monuments, the involvement of the locals was not as clear. The small scale 
interventions were not given much attention in historical references, thus, assessing their 
attitudes towards heritage preservation is somehow challenging. However, it cannot be 
denied that local efforts to preserve religious monuments were present; within a practicing 
society, and strong cultural traditions. It is difficult to believe that only two names mentioned 
by ‘Ali Mubārak  in the 19th century had contributed to the restoration of the mosque and 
mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr (Sayyid Sulīmān ‘Īssā,  and Sheikh Marzūq al-Farāsh). 148 The 
unrecorded contributions may have included visitors of Ahl al-bayt who have associated the 
sultạ̄na՚s mausoleum with a saint-like reverence. Indeed, Shajarat al-Durr’s complex was 
associated with the mah̟mal tradition, which reached its peak during the Ottoman period.149 
The ceremony entailed carrying the embroidered cover of the Kaʽba on a mah̟mal  ̶ a 
palanquin  ̶  all the way to Saudi Arabia. Although Shajarat al-Durr was not mentioned in any 
historical source to have performed the piligrammage herself  ̶   or accompanied the convoy, 
and that al-Zạ̄hir Baybars was the one who introduced the idea; the popular culture preferred 
to associate this tradition with the sūltạna.150 Between the restoration efforts of the elites and 
the practicing values of the locals; the mausoleum and remnants of the complex had managed 
to survive.    
 
2.3 Conservation by Waqf 
A. Waqf principles 
The waqf principles are derived from the Qur’an and sunna by the four main schools, 
developed by later jurists and are concerned with the upkeep of charitable foundations from 
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an Islamic law point of view. The development of those principles is based on the Islamic 
jurisprudence and reflects the social and political context in which they emerged.  As with 
any legal code, the waqf principles were developed on a theoretical level, but in practice they 
were not always as absolute as the theory stipulates. Dina Bakhoum has articulately discussed 
the principles of maintenance and repair of monuments embedded in the waqf system and its 
relation to conservation practices. Primarily, the waqf system guaranteed a source of funding 
for the repair of monuments, and if the monetary resources were not available it suggested 
alternative income-generating activities, such as the renting part of the waqf properties.151 
Secondly, it ensured a system of management according to which the waqf naẓir (supervisor) 
and a team of engineers, architects, and artisans periodically maintained the endowed 
property.152 The benefit of the endowed property was prioritized over the perpetuity of the 
actual buildings, meaning that the function of the waqf property could be adjusted due to the 
change in needs of the beneficiaries.153 
The main goal of waqf principles was to ensure the perpetuity of charitable 
foundations for future generations. The Ḥanafī school of law defines waqf as, “non-
obligatory donation of the revenues of an object that remains the subject of a successive 
ownership.”154 This encompasses religious buildings, residential, funerary and public venues, 
for they were all building typologies that can be endowed. Mosques - as the main central 
nucleus of early Islamic societies- received the most attention in the fiqh of waqf. This is 
directly linked with charity and the beneficiaries are the Muslim population. Funerary 
monuments on the other hand received the least of attention; as their purpose is a matter of 
theological debate.  
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The four pillars of the waqf are the donor (wāqif), the endowed property (mawqūf), 
the beneficiaries (mawqūf ʽalīh), and the endowment deed (wathīqat al-waqf ).155  The donor 
in the present case is Shajarat al-Durr; the endowed property is the hypothetically 
reconstructed complex; the beneficiaries – would be the students at the madrasa; and the 
endowment deed is a written legal contract between the benefactor and beneficiaries to 
ensure the perpetuity of the endowed property. An attempt to visualize the endowment deed 
will be discussed in the following section.  
 
B. Shajarat al-Durr’s Waqf “Imagined”  
Early waqf endowment deeds of the Ayyubid era and early bah̟ri Mamluks are rarely 
available. It comes as no surprise that the original waqf document of Shajarat al-Durr did not 
survive and its contents are only hinted at in historical sources. The purpose of reconstructing 
the waqf document is to envision the monument in its Ayyubid social and political context. 
The hypothetical version of the deed is used later to exlore some of the waqf principles and 
how this system of maintenance applied conservation principles before they were codified in 
modern times.   
This reconstruction is inspired by Miroslav Mĕlcák’s earlier attempt to reconstruct the 
waqf document of the madrasa al-Shāmīa al-Juwwāniyya in Ayyubid Damascus, sponsored 
by Saladin’s sister (d. 617/1220) and dated approximately thirty years earlier than the 
mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr.156 Mĕlcák relied on a mukhtasar (published summary) to 
reconstruct the document; unfortunately, primary evidence is much more limited in Shajarat 
al-Durr’s case. The first hand sources available are the actual mausoleum, numismatic 
evidence and al-Maqrīzī’s brief hints. Secondary sources include Behrens-Abouseif’s study, 
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from which the previously-discussed reconstruction of the building complex is used as a 
reference for descriptive purposes. The document outline is based on Bakhoum’s study of 
waqf in which later Mamluk documents were studied in order to come up with a general 
framework of the waqf document. 157 The main themes prescribed in the waqf document 
include specifying the supervisor of the waqf, the purpose and description of the endowed 
property, stipulating the land boundaries and the tax income it yields, the breakdown of the 
budget for building maintenance and forecasted expenditures for the live-in staff.158  
The opening statement of the waqf would comprise the name of the founder followed 
by sultanic titles that indicated power and piety, the endowed property, date of construction, 
and specification of the supervisor who would look after the waqf after his death. The waqf 
included a madrasa, mausoleum, hạmmām and a large garden; as previously discussed in the 
introductory chapter. Therefore, the endowment deed is presumed to be in the name of ʼUmm 
Khalīl, ‘Ismat al-Dūnya wa al-Dīn, Fātṃa Shajarat al-Durr, [widow of the deceased]  Sultan 
al-Sạ̄lih ̣Nājm al-Dīn ʼAyyūb Ibn Muhạmmad Ibn Abu Bakr, the document is dated to the 
year 648 /1250, and the naz̟ir of the waqf  is vizier Baha’ al-Dīn Ibn H̟anna who would 
inherit this property and to be succeeded by his descendents.159 
The second paragraph would include the purpose of the endowed property and its 
functions. The enclosed purpose in the waqf document marked the official profile of the 
patron. Most probably it was one that exaggerates piety, humbleness and good will. A 
commonly quoted prophetic tradition expressing the pious options on which the deceased 
would leave behind as heritage is used to justify the establishment of the profound project: 
“When the son of Adam dies, all his deeds stop (to be rewarded) except from three (deeds) a 
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continuous charity, beneficial (religious) knowledge that he leaves behind (and people 
benefits from) or a righteous child that prays for him.” 160 Qur’anic verses are also another 
method to communicate piety. Selected verses found at the wooden cenotaph of Shajarat al-
Durr were included for that purpose. The purpose of the waqf stated in the document does not 
necessarily reveal true intentions. Patronage of grand architectural projects was an expression 
of sultanic power and sometimes was used as a method to increase personal revenue. Though 
such intentions are never written down, hints can be detected in grand sultanic titles chosen 
by the patron and the size of the endowed land, which sometimes exceeds by far the purpose 
of sustaining the property.   
The third section of the deed embraces a description of the endowed property starting 
from the qibla side of the structure. Apart from referencing the complex reconstruction, 
architectural analogy would be used to interpret building components with more depth. Al-
Sạ̄lih’̣s madrasa, which is dated to 640-642/1242-44, was used as an indicative building 
typology. The madrasa of two iwans was one of the earliest teaching the four school rites.161 
It is probable that Shajarat al-Durr was inspired by the comprehensive curriculum for her 
waqf. Bathhouses and palaces existed in the cemetery. The palaces, sometimes known as 
kiosks existed at the cemeteries since Fatimid times to host visitors of the tombs. The most 
famous of these was Qasr al-Qarāfa. Qasr Al-Qarāfa built in 336/ 976 by Taghrīd, mother of 
the Fatimid ruler al-‘Azīz, and it had an annexed bathhouse, a well and a garden.162 Al-H̟akim 
later renovated that palace in 520/1126 to accommodate Sufi ceremonies.163 Though by the 
end of the Ayyubid era it is doubtful that the palace had survived in a glamorous state, or 
survived at all; the combination of a hạmmām and a palace at the cemeteries was a Fatimid 
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inherited conception. The idea of the palace would be understood as a residential house and 
not as a grand building as the word palace indicates. Shajarat al-Durr’s premises was later 
occupied by the Abbasid caliphs in the later Mamluk era.164 
The last section commonly addresses the yearly tax revenue based on the endowed 
land area, which generates a fixed income tax rate. The land boundaries description is very 
sketchy as indicated by the landmarks of surrounding monuments. The land area of Shajarat 
al-Durr’s complex can be conceptually visualized to be bordered on the qibla side by the 
Ayyubid walls and the once existing structures, to the north by the mausoleum of Sayyida 
‘Ātika, to the east by the mausoleum of Sayyida Ruqyya, and the west to be bounded by the 
mausoleum of Sayyida Sukayna. The second point of the finanacial section addresses the 
annual budget which was then subdivided according to the yearly building maintenance 
ratios, and the employment salaries and charitable giveaways to the poor and needy. 
Estimating the finances for the waqf is almost an impossible endeavor without the 
stipulations of the original deed. The yearly annual income could have covered the 
maintenance fees of the building, the students residing at the madrasa, the Qur’an reciters, 
guards, servants of the palace, and caretakers of the hạmmām and garden.  
 
2.4 Discussion 
Original waqf deeds are highly valued by contemporary Islamic art and architecture 
scholars, who have been able to extract from these documents detailed information about the 
architecture of the period, chronologies of patronage by the ruling class, the functional 
program of buildings, the cost of construction and operation of the edifices, and most 
importantly the ambiguous waqf principles.  
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Though fiqh in all four schools of rites have almost always included a chapter on the 
rules of awqaf, those principles in many instances were not closely followed in practice. 
Politics and the interplay of the judiciary system had a great role in deviating the waqf 
practice from original principles. The degree of such corruption varied from one period to 
another, but it was generally a persistent problem to the extent that historians often mentioned 
the names of rulers who did not confiscate the waqf lands in a way that contradicted the basic 
principle of perpetuity.165 Generally, the laws were in favor of strict adherence to the waqf as 
stipulated by the founder, but many times they was not adhered to. For example, within the 
Mamluk dynasty Qālāwūn’s endowment was repeatedly enlarged by his descendants, and 
Faraj enlarged the endowment of his farther Barqūq.166  
In principle, the dissolution of a waqf could be handled in one of two ways. Either the 
owner or beneficiaries had to prove in court that they were in a state of extreme poverty or 
that the waqf property had become completely destroyed, beyond the scope of repair.167 One 
can imagine that the second option may have applied to the case of Shajarat al-Durr’s 
endowment. The sparcely inhabited funerary location that the complex occupied may explain 
why the school did not survive for a long time. A change of the endowment’s administrative 
personal, the new political agendas of succeeding rulers and the monopoly over the state’s 
treasury may well have put an end to the stipulations of the waqf long before the structural 
functionality of the building gave way. Although the French expedition in the 18th century 
may have caused such damage to the madrasa and its affiliated functions,168 it is nevertheless 
likely that the waqf fell into disuse earlier than the 18th century.  
 Using the madrasa of al-Sạ̄lih ̣Nājm al-Dīn as an analogy to that founded by Shajarat 
al-Durr allows us to speculate about why the latter was established in the first place. 
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Historians agree that madrasas in the Ayyubid period were launched for three main reasons. 
The first purpose of these foundations was to strengthen Sunni Islam against Fatimid Shiʽism. 
Secondly, they were founded to produce local professionals qualified to run the new 
administration. The graduates of these schools were not only religious imams and faqihs, but 
also government officials at all levels.169 The third and most important justification is that the 
establishment of madrasas enabled rulers to control the religious elite to a considerable 
degree. 170 Al-Sạ̄lih ̣ʼAyyūb was very selective when it came to the appointment of ‘ulamaʼ. 
When he first came to office he fired earlier judges after proving that they acquired money 
unlawfully in previous years.171 He then promoted the ‘ulamaʼ of his choice. Al-Sạ̄lih ̣ʼAyyūb 
founded a strong relationship with the ‘ulamaʼ in order to restore political stability and gain 
their support. The ‘ulamaʼ enjoyed renewed prestige under the Ayyubid dynasties. They were 
important intermediaries between the military regimes and the general populace.172 The 
dominance of the Shafiʽi school of law at the time of al-Sạ̄lih ̣Ayyūb goes back to the time of 
Saladin. Saladin may have chosen the Shafiʽi rite specifically because he personally followed 
that particular school of law. In addition, the appointed qadi had the support of the Egyptian 
majority.173 By the time al-Sạ̄lih ̣Ayyūb came to power, the Shafiʽi’s had dominated the 
office for about sixty years. 174 Thus, it comes as a surprise that he chose to have a four rite 
madrasa in a religious context dominated by one mad̟hab. He may have wanted to weaken 
Shafiʽi authority as well as unify the branches of jurisprudence into four main mad̟habs. The 
multi-rite madrasa was modeled on an earlier one by Caliph al-Mūstansir in Baghdad.175 It is 
interesting to know that al-Sạ̄lih’̣s determination to resurrect educational institutions was not 
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in line with his own inclinations. He was a military man, not a religious scholar. Al-Sạ̄lih ̣
personally had no interest in scholarship; however, he made it a point to promote the 
transmission of knowledge by establishing a number of scholarly institutions.176 This 
supports the theory that the educational establishments were following a political agenda.  
The educational system in the Ayyubid context was, to a great extent, informal and 
flexible - incomparable to that of modern day institutions.  However, madrasas did adopt a 
sort of curriculum.  This curriculum varied according to the stipulation of the founders in the 
waqf deed, as well as to the method of teaching of the appointed teachers and directors. Fiqh, 
the Qur’an and hadith were the constituents of the core curriculum. The endowment ensured 
salaries for professors and allowance and accommodation for the students.177 
Another question is the initial source of funding for Shajar al-Durr’s pious project. 
Here again some clues may be dervied by analogy to al-Sạ̄lih’̣s practice. The sultan is said to 
have financed his madrasa using money from the bayt al-māl.178 The treasury office still 
under the authority of the sultāna most probably provided the monetary resources to cover 
her waqf commissions, both al-Sạ̄lih’̣s mausoleum and hers. The treasury income heavily 
relied on tax collection. The Ayyubids were known to be strict in collecting taxes of both the 
zakāt and jizīa. The zakāt are the mandatory taxes paid by Muslims as a percentage of their 
income, commercial activities, property or agricultural produce. The jizīa are taxes paid by 
the Christian and Jewish community for their safekeeping in their hometown under the 
authority of Muslim rulers. The Geniza documents presented many examples of non-
exemption of the urban poor, even though the petitioners were far under the poverty threshold 
defined by Muslim jurists.179 The Ayyubid seem to have inherited the strictness of the tax 
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from the bayt al-māl. Amīn, Al-Awqaf, 61.  
179 Alshech, "Islamic Law,” 363.  
48 
 
collection system from the Fatimids. Though the Ayyubid rulers conveyed an image of piety 
and consulted Muslim jurists for matters of Islamic law practices, the tax collection system 
was rigidly applied. The Shafiʽi school of law was the most ambiguous in terms of defining 
the poor and needy as well as the least tolerant of exempting those who are unable to pay the 
jizīa.180 The Ayyubids may have followed the Shafiʽi’s opinion for monetary benefits. Egypt 
was in a declining economic state and all means of increasing the state revenues were 
welcomed, however authoritarian the policies may have been.  In any case, the exact financial 
sources for the upkeep of buildings are difficult to determine unless the actual waqf document 
is present. What can be verified, at least, is the fact that the treasury had enough money to 
cover al-Sạ̄lih’̣s and his wife’s pious endowments.    
 Despite the absence of evidential records prior to modern conservation efforts, one 
can speculate about how the mausoleum managed to survive to this day. Other than the 
“literary” conservation of historians and most importantely the waqf system; the religious 
attribution to the mausoleum might be another the reason why it has survived. It is located 
near venerated mausoleums and thus may have received some restoration treatment in 
connection; receiving attention from both royal patrons as well as the locals.    
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CHAPTER THREE: CONSERVATION WORK OF THE COMITÉ 
 This chapter discusses the conservation history of the mausoleum in the period of 13th 
/19th and 14th /20th centuries. The most important conservation work was carried out by the 
Comité in the 1300s/1900s. It involved demolishing nearby structures and building a new 
mosque. Almost a hundred years later, restoration work was carried out in the 1300s/1990s 
by the Supreme Council of Antiquities. This section presents an analysis of the conservation 
principles according to which each of these entities operated, with the work of the Comité 
constituting the main focus of discussion. The literature for this chapter includes the Comité 
Bulletins, as well as the Dār al-Mahf̣uzạ̄t documents – also referred to as the ‘Abbāsiyya 
Archives. The PhD dissertation by ʽAlāʼ el-Dīn el-H̟abashī provides a helpful analysis of the 
conservation strategies of the Comité. Donald M. Reid emphasizes the Europeans domination 
at this point in history and critiqued the Comité’s organizational structure and political 
agenda. The evident European influence of the Comité cannot be undermined for the 
institution was based on contemporary European concepts.181Although, this point is 
substantially valid, the monuments would not have made it to this day without the works of 
esteemed architects such as Creswell and Max Herz. The biographies of the Comité 
researchers and architects provide informative insights on the strategies employed in the 
mausoleum’s conservation.  
 
3.1 Comité 
 The Comité de Conservation des Monuments de l’Art Arabe was founded in 1881 by 
Khedive Tawfīk. The khedive’s decree was due not only to his personal interest in Arab art, 
but also to political motivations that are best understood in the context of preceding events. A 
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few months prior to the establishment of the Comité, Tawfīk’s predecessor, Khedive Ismail, 
came under siege by ‘Urābī, rebelling against the British occupation.182 Tawfīk’s initiative 
therefore could be seen as relamation of control from European officials. The interest of 
westerners in Islamic art and architecture had been on the rise since the time of the 
documentation of Egypt’s heritage compiled during Napoleon’s expedition, which aroused 
the interest of both scholars and tourists alike to visit Cairene monuments.  
 Arguably, Egyptian architects, engineers, archeologists, and urban planners of the 18th 
and 19th centuries were more interested in the living heritage.183 The mosques were restored 
to their functional use and venerated sites of shrines and mausoleums were visited and 
repaired in pious attempts. Instead of marveling at architectural jewels, they were busy 
making use of them. Inherently, the gap between Islamic theology and architectural 
preservation was the main philosophical conflict debated between the Comité and the Awqaf. 
Technically, the Comité was a department under the Awqaf since its inception.  It remained 
so until 1355/1936, when it was shifted to the ministry of Education, referred to as al-Maʽārif.  
Thus, resistance to the Comité came from two quarters: governmental and popular. At 
the ministerial level, the recommendations of the Comité were often thwarted by the 
aspirations of modernity embodied in Ministry of Public Works, under which the Tanzīm 
department carried out demolition works to widen street networks and create spacious 
boulevards. The Tanzīm institution was founded in 1880 by Khedive Ismail.184 Ismail Pasha 
dreamt of a ‘Paris along the Nile’ reflecting his fascination with European planning schemes 
and sought to implement such a vision at the Suez Canal inauguration ceremony.185 ‘Ali 
Mubārak, head of Public Works, led the demolition plans for creating new street arteries and 
public squares to realize the Parisian vision. At the same time, the Comité sought to preserve 
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as many architectural monuments as possible. The urban planning schemes reflect a polarity 
in the urban fabric of historic Cairo. The self-generative nature of the traditional urban fabric 
was paralleled by modern urbanization schemes of the khedive.  Between the traditional and 
the modern, local and global, preservation and demolition, old and new, the Cairene urban 
fabric reflects the struggles of these polarities until today.186  
At the popular level, people were not happy about the Comité’s strategies for 
preserving monuments. ‘Encroachments’ were removed from the perimeter around existing 
monuments to make space for a buffer zone.187 The Comité worked to ‘free’ the monuments 
from the city.188  It aimed to preserve the monuments avoiding the addition of new elements 
to the original structure.189 As a result, tourists could easily access such monuments to visit 
and take photos, shopkeepers and house owners who were forced to evacuate or relocate 
resented such propositions. The Comité worked in the favor of a different clientele; tourists 
and researchers.190  
 
3.2 ‘Abbāsiyya Archives 
 The ‘Abbāsiyya documents provide a wealth of information on the conservation work 
of the monuments. The Comité prepared a list of priority monuments with a numbering 
system which, with some modifications, is used to this day.191 The Shajarat al-Durr 
mausoleum, monument number 168, is among those monuments prioritized by the Comité 
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and included in the conservation plan.192  The records found at Dār al-Mahf̣uzạ̄t concerning 
Shajarat al-Durr’s property represent a compilation of correspondences of all parties involved 
in the conservation of the mausoleum from the start of the project in 1307/1889 until the early 
1400s/1980s, 20 years after the institution was formally dissolved. The content of the 
documents ranges from bill of quantities, financial offers by the Comité’s architects and 
contractors, petitions by the guardian of the mausoleum, reports of theft, as well as land 
acquisition contracts of houses that were demolished during the conservation schemes. Most 
of the handwritten documents go back to more than a hundred years, representing their own 
genre of heritage that needs to be preserved. These records are key in tracing the conservation 
history of the mausoleum and understanding the dynamics between the different parties 
involved in the conservation policies.  
  The methodology adopted to analyze these records is quite simple. Documents were 
first organized according to an ascending chronological order, and then the content was 
filtered identifying the sender, receiver and the theme of the issue addressed. The style of 
writing found in the documents is generally formal, addressing the top management in most 
cases. Subject and date are a consistent part of the format, and the documents often have 
serial codes by which they are referred in subsequent correspondence. Signatures and a 
ministerial official stamp are part of the government’s formal procedures designed to 
‘legalize’ the content of the documents. The language of writing is either Arabic or French, 
though Arabic is the more dominant language.   
The documents reveal that the Comité was practicing the basics of project 
management: adhering to the time schedule, monitoring the quality of work, and balancing 
the budget. The financial records keep track of the Awqaf’s budget. The Comité’s budget was 
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always straightened, and never corresponded to the quantity of work to be done. 193 The 
documents serve also as legal contracts clarifying the liabilities and responsibilities of 
involved parties and individuals. Modern scholars and conservators praise the systematic way 
in which the Comité members handled their tasks and  documentation.194 Almost a hundred 
years of documentation reveal the history of the operational dynamics of the Comité and the 
different governmental bodies that share the responsibility of conserving the monuments. In 
the following section, the details of the Shajarat al-Durr’s conservation initiative are 
presented.  
 
3.3 Comité’s Conservation Scheme  
 The conservation scheme, which started by the late 1300s/1900s, remains more or less 
unfinished. Over a period of a hundred years, the Comité undertook several restoration 
initiatives to the mausoleum. The most important conservation proposal, which was 
consolidated by 1335/1917, was to isolate the mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr, leaving it as a 
standalone monument. In other words, the mosque needed to be detached, and the street to be 
widened as part of the Tanzīm’s plans.195 Changing the location of the mosque and widening 
the street also meant that some of the existing houses needed to be demolished, and the land 
purchased from the original owners.196 For clarity’s sake the term ‘old’ mosque refers to the 
13th/19th century mosque and the ‘new’ mosque refers to the one built by the Comité in the 
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14th/20th century. The details of this proposal are discussed in the following section, and a 
chronological summary of the Comité’s conservation scheme is presented below:  
 1320/1902: Mausoleum restoration 
 1321/1903: Ablution proposal for old mosque 
 1335/1917: Mosque proposal drawing - buying land 
 1336/1918: Demolition of old mosque and some of the surrounding structures 
 1337/1919: Beginning of the mosque construction 
 1338/1920: Work interruption to verify ownership of houses 
 1346-1349/1927- 1930: Mausoleum restoration  
 1350-1368/ 1931-1949: Locating technical drawings of the mosque 
 1357/1938: Petition by the Khalīfa community to complete mosque construction 
 1375/1955 Water seepage at the mausoleum due to a nearby fire hazard     
 The earliest document in the Archives representing actual evidence of this initiative is 
dated to 1309/1891 and deals with a house that was to be demolished in Darb Rāgih̟ on the 
northeastern side of the mosque which was seen as encroaching on the mausoleum- mosque 
complex. However, the first practical steps of preserving the mausoleum occurred almost ten 
years later, in 1320/1902. The exterior and interior restoration work at the mausoleum 
involved excavating the ground floor to its initial level, cleaning the walls and removing the 
bricks closing off the high window openings.197   
In 1320/ 1902, a letter was issued by the chief architect of the Comité blaming the 
local contractor in charge of the restoration work, Mu‘allim ‘Abd al-Nabī, to have caused 
damage to the mausoleum due to water seepage from the wet area of the neighboring 
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mosque.198 A proposal to re-work the ablutions area was then suggested (Pls. 54-58). The 
1320/1902 Comité Bulletins mentions the new design proposal for the ablution area:  
“…The technical department suggests to build external stairs connecting the mosque 
to the tomb and to replace the actual basin of ablutions with taps, given that its 
presence has contributed a lot to the damages caused to the tomb. According to the 
study presented by Mr. Herz Bey, it is concluded that such modifications can be done 
next year, separately from the actual works. Meanwhile, the ablutions area will be 
closed.”199  
 Action was taken relatively quickly to fix the water leakage problem. In 1321/1903, a 
new set of drawings was issued, and the permit was granted from the Public Works institution 
to proceed with the proposal.200 The Comité set an open bid calling upon contractors willing 
to implement the new wet area proposal with a fixed budget of 80 pounds estimated 
beforehand. Mu‘allim ‘Ali Ibrahīm was contracted to proceed with the construction work of 
the new ablutions area.201 For some reason, the above-mentioned proposal was never 
realized. A year later, the imam of the mosque wrote a petition complaining that the water 
supply for the mosque was cut for more than a year and a half.202 Whether the water was 
returned to the mosque afterwards remains unclear, but apparently the water seepage was a 
motive to disengage the mosque.   
In 1335/1917, a royal decree was presented by Khedive Ḥusayn expressing his 
willingness to finance the construction of the new mosque.203 A committee was formed 
representing royalty in order to sponsor the execution of the new mosque proposal. The new 
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mosque was an example of the “Islamic Revival” style that was favored by the Awqaf (Pls.59 
- 60).204 The architectural style of the building was favored by both the royal family and the 
ministry, showcasing the national architectural heritage of Islamic Egypt in the medieval era. 
205 From a practical point of view, they wished to facilitate the use of buildings and the 
revivalist approach was a suitable architectural style for that occasion.  
Shortly afterwards, the Comité commenced the legal process to buy the land 
surrounding the mosque on which residential houses were found.206 Upon compensating the 
house owners, a local contractor was hired to demolish the old mosque and some of the 
surrounding structures. In 1337/1919, actual work to build the new mosque was started 
accommodating for the Technical Department’s decision to create a buffer zone around the 
mausoleum. The main contractor supervising the rebuilding of the mosque and renovations at 
the mausoleum was Filippo Garazzo, a professional contractor who joined the Comité’s 
restoration team, and whose role was mainly managing another local contractor ʽAlī Omar.207 
Garazzo drafted more than ten versions of the bill of quantities.  The work at the mosque 
came to a stop in 1338/1920 because one of the house permits needed to be finalized.208 The 
hectic legal process of verifying ownership of houses lasted for more than 20 years. A 
complementary bill of quantities was issued in 1343/1924, suggesting a wooden roof for the 
mosque construction – the last remaining item which was never realized.209  
In 1346/1927, another phase of renovation work took place at the mausoleum. The 
scope of work included sculpting the exterior façade of the mausoleum and accentuating the 
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grooves between stones of the fence surrounding the buffer zone.210 In the year 1349/ 1930, 
Verrucci, one of the Comité’s architects, proposed to renovate the exterior flat panels.211 The 
exact reason that the mosque was never completed remains unclear. It continued to be a 
pending issue until the late 1359/1940s as documented by correspondences exchanged 
between the Awqaf, al-Maʽārif, and Tanzīm, trying to locate the last set of technical drawings 
amongst them, and avoiding responsibility for the mosque construction.212 Meanwhile, the 
Khalīfa community petitioned for the need of a functioning mosque, but their calls were in 
vain.213  
In 1375/1955 the buffer zone behind the mausoleum was illegally used as a carpentry 
storage space.214 This space was initially part of the 1321/1903 scheme of relocating the 
ablutions area of the old mosque. A massive fire erupted at the storage site and water during 
the firefighting attempt affected the mausoleum. The water though did not affect the interior 
of the mausoleum; restoration work was done to the boundary fence and exterior stone floor.   
 
3.4 Analysis of the Comité’s Conservation Strategy  
This section analyzes the conservation strategies of the Comité as expressed in the 
group’s interventions at the Shajar al-Durr complex. One method to approach this question is 
to study the philosophies of the team of specialists who collectively conveyed the 
preservation policy practiced.215 The team of international architects and researchers charted 
the definition of 14th /20th century conservation policies in Egypt. Hungarian, British and 
Italian scholars left a conservation mark on almost all significant monuments in historic 
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Cairo. The first of these is Max Herz Pasha, of Hungarian origin, the chief architect of the 
Comité from the period of (1308/1890-1332/1914), and the head of the Arab Museum, 
known today as the Museum of Islamic Art (Pl. 61).216 We can see his work embodied in the 
initial phase of Shajarat al-Durr’s conservation scheme, since he prepared the technical 
reports published in the Bulletins in which he gave his recommendations for the conservation 
work. This stage of preparatory work includes collecting all available information about the 
monument ranging from scholarly published articles, historical records, photographic 
evidences, travelers’ records, archival history, endowment deeds, maps, site surveys, and oral 
history.217 The reports consulted for this thesis -Shajarat al-Durr and al-Sạ̄lih ̣Najm al-Dīn 
Ayyūb- prepared by Herz speak of remarkable scholarship. Primary sources, such as al-
Maqrīzī, were consulted to obtain necessary background information and assess the historical 
value of the studied monuments. His precision of scholarship and eye for detail was observed 
during his reconstruction of the wooden cenotaph of Shajarat al-Durr, and the similar 
research strategy he applied to al-Sạ̄lih’̣s wooden cenotaph.  Herz generated objective 
research reports based on all information accessible to him, thus setting the bar of scholarly 
research at a very high level for his time.  
Herz’s conservation methodology was representative of his day, practicing the single 
monument conservation method.218 The theory of protecting a group of monuments or 
complete areas was not a common practice during Herz’s time. 219 He preferred preservation 
to restoration, though his ideologies were not always realized given the limitations of the 
Comité’s staff and allocated budget. 220 Herz central role is realized when visiting the Comité 
Bulletins. He was a member of the technical committees, often an author of archeological 
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reports, managed contractors and issued financial offers. Prior to his occupation as a chief 
architect of this prestigious institution, he worked at the Technical Office of the Awqaf 
administration. Thus, his focus was almost always on religious complexes in which the 
monuments would be functionally used after intervention where ‘functionality’ of buildings 
implies restoration rather preservation. The ablution court proposal stands as an example for 
this type of restoration work, though it was never realized.  
Herz was expelled from his position in 1332/1914 due to the war circumstances 
taking place at the time. He left his position to Patricolo, a hardworking Italian architect, who 
headed the Technical Office of the Comité from 1332/1914-1342/1923. He was mentioned 
earlier in Creswell’s thorough description of the mausoleum in the The Muslim Architecture 
of Egypt, in which he was quoted pointing out that the mausoleum could have been preceeded 
by a portico, as at the mosque of al-Sạ̄lih ̣Ṭalā’iʽ. Such a reference points to an analytical 
investigation of the monument’s surroundings. At this instance it is a doubtful observation for 
a mosque typology was compared to that of a mausoleum.  However, Patricolo urged the 
Comité for extensive research before launching any intervention.221 
The 1335/1917 conservation strategy of the mausoleum was thus under Patricolo’s 
supervision.222 The background research carried out before the implementation of the action 
plan was detailed enough. However, there’s a contradiction between what was perceived of 
Patricolo at other conservation interventions –being sensitive to the urban fabric - and what 
actually occurred at the mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr. This contradiction can be clarified 
when understanding the difference between the meaning of conservation then and now. The 
“parasitic” structures were allowed to be removed and only the “original fabric” should be 
preserved.223 On the contrary, conservation today considers all layers of history of a certain 
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monument, where later encroachments are part of the monument’s history at a certain point. 
This understanding allowed the demolition of the original mosque and surrounding buildings 
with no second thoughts. It is for this reason that Nicholos Warner, architect and architectural 
historian, criticized the conservation scheme of the Comité. Simply, the conservation 
philosophies of the 14th/ 20th century is different than the current holistic approach to 
preserving monuments.224  
The field of Islamic architecture is indebted to Creswell, since many of the 
demolished buildings survive in the historical record due to his documentation (Pl. 62). He 
was an energetic photographer and his invaluable collection, now housed at the American 
University in Cairo, is a national treasure (Pl. 63). In addition to documenting individual 
monuments, his photographs document their surrounding urban context, which is equally 
important in today’s strategies of urban conservation and management. The 13th/19th and 14th/ 
20th century residential buildings found in photographs document a neglected heritage.225 The 
residential buildings that were demolished prior to the mosque construction serve as an 
example (Pl. 64).  
Creswell cannot be considered to have been directly involved in the conservation 
scheme for the mausoleum, since he joined the Comité later than 1335/1917.  However, 
despite such marginal relevance to the conservation strategy evaluation, he was an active 
member of the Comité and benefited the institution beyond estimation. An example to 
demonstrate his characteristic persistence and determination was his ability to lobby the 
Ministry of Public Works and al-Tanzīm to fast-track archeological explorations, the most 
important of which is the excavation works for the Ayyubid wall, receiving a budget of 
40,000 Egyptian pounds.226 This means that the Comité’s effectiveness was highly dependent 
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on the individual efforts of the influential scholars such as Creswell. This personalized 
recognition should be considered when evaluating the conservation strategy.   
An important question to ask was to what extent did the international identity of the 
Comité affect the conservation practices? At the end of the day, a mosque was demolished in 
order to build another one right next to it. The idea of demolishing a religious building to 
preserve a non-functional mausoleum itself makes a strong statement. Even after rebuilding 
the mosque, it remained without an ablutions court – a necessary component that could not 
have been missed if indeed the mosque’s ultimate purpose was the performance of prayers. 
This communication gap between the Comité and the local population can be sensed when 
the community issued a petition calling for a functioning mosque. It can be said that the 
Comité more or less was preserving the monuments of historic value from an academic and 
an orientalist point of view.  
What was the state of the mosque before demolition? Was it necessary to demolish 
the mosque in the first place? And how was the intervention financed?  As it is understood 
from the archival records, the mosque or zāwya was functioning prior to the Comité’s 
intervention. The notion to demolish was carried out in order to preserve the mausoleum, 
which was suffering from the water seepage. The idea of sacrificing a mosque in order to 
save a mausoleum is highly controversial, not only because the mausoleum concept is 
debated in fundamental Islamic theology but also because a mosque was demolished when 
the simple act of fixing the ablution court could have restored it to practical functionality.  
The mosque, in comparison to all other types of pious establishments, received the 
most attention from the waqf jurists. Defined as the house of God, it was regarded as being a 
‘pure’ establishment which houses the Muslim daily prayers. The direct devotion to God 
contributed to the strict rules of its perpetuity and preservation. The most basic principle 
62 
 
announces that the waqf of the mosque is irrevocable.227 This means that no changes are to be 
made to the original establishment either through physical construction or rehabilitative use. 
The physical prohibitions highlighted that no additions to the mosque could be integrated 
once it was claimed as a waqf - with a few interpreters who allowed minimal construction in 
cases of extreme necessity.228 Also the mosque function could not be substituted, and it 
should not be used for any other purpose.229 The above-mentioned principles favor 
preservation the building in the most authentic form possible denouncing demolition attempts 
as unorthodox.  
Hypothetically, if indeed the mosque ‘necessarily’ required knocking down, and its 
rebuilding was approved, how did the waqf system justify this situation? Simply it did not. 
Waqf principles highlight the upkeep of the mosque and would only allow for rebuilding if 
the building fell into ruins. Assuming once more that the demolition process was necessitated 
to the building’s ruined state, how would the waqf system allocate the budget for its 
rebuilding?  The answer would be provided by the endowment deed. If the mosque fell to 
ruin and waqf revenues were dedicated for its upkeep, then the revenues should not be used 
for its rebuilding. Rather, they are to be directed to charity or sponsoring the upkeep of 
another mosque.230 Since the original waqf document did not survive, reinstating specifics of 
the maintenance budget is impossible.  
So if the maintenance budget did not cover reconstruction, what are the alternative 
funding methods specified by the waqf to transform the ruins into a functioning mosque? The 
following exerpt summarizes the transformative procedures:  
“A mosque is considered ruined in two cases: if its building has collapsed or if 
its users have ceased to use it. There is a debate on how to manage a situation 
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where a mosque has fallen into ruin and no revenues would be available for its 
reconstruction. The first camp of interpreters advised to return of the waqf of 
the mosque to its donor (founder) or to the identified heirs. The second camp 
allowed selling a portion of its remains to sponsor the preservation and the 
restoration of the remaining parts. In the case people no longer use the 
mosque, the latter camp of interpreters advised on the sale of the building and 
the spending of the income on building or restoring any other mosque in the 
vicinity. There is a third opinion that is more conservative affirming on the 
perpetual quality of the mosque even after it collapsed. Such opinion prohibits 
exchanging the ruined mosque or to sell its remains. In this case, if the 
reconstruction is possible, the remains of the ruined mosque should be 
preserved until it can take place, and if it is impractical the remains should be 
given to another mosque or to charity.”231 
Considering these measures in connection with the situation at Shajar al-Durr’s 
complex, in reference to option one, the donors were not available. It would have been 
possible to apply option two: selling the ruins in order to finance the new project, though it is 
highly unlikely that the cost of broken bricks would yield any significant income. Finally, the 
last alternative would not have presented any practical measures to finance rebuilding.  
The demolition of the mosque highlights the discrepancies between the waqf 
principles and Comité’s actions. The act of demolishing the existing mosque to create a 
buffer zone, and building another one instead defies the waqf principles on several theoretical 
levels: 
 Necessity: Rebuilding was not a forceful requirement, since other solutions could have 
been employed to make the mosque functioning.  
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 Perpetuity: The demolition of the mosque meant that its endowment came to end, and the 
rebuilding process could be seen as a new endowment.  
 Authenticity: The re-building is not actually a re-construction since the plan and 
architectural style were ultimately different.  
 Funding: The new project was sponsored by a distinctly different budget, which 
contradicts its original nature. 
The contradiction between the waqf principles and the actual intervention is diluted once 
we understand that the proclaimed principles are practically impossible to fulfill in eternity.  
Moreover, by the end of the 13th/19th century, Islamic jurisprudence was marginalized once 
European-style laws were introduced through the judiciary court. Nevertheless, evaluating the 
Comité’s intervention based on the waqf principles highlights the philosophical differences 
the Awqaf and the Comité. What kind of justification –if any – did the Awqaf offer for the 
Comité in order to carry out this intervention? The rules allowed for flexibility in different 
circumstances. The substance of perpetuity is to guarantee the long-term benefit of the 
charitable act, and the building’s upkeep is not an aim in itself. Therefore the conception of 
building a new mosque did not deny beneficiaries of performing their prayers in the long run.  
 Muhạmmad ‘Abduh was a distinguished scholar and a mufti, who was active in the 
early 14th/20th century (Pl. 65). He was the Grand Mufti of Egypt in 1306/1888 and was a 
member of the Supreme Council of the Awqaf. ‘Abduh was contemporary to the 
establishment of the Comité. He is considered to be a pioneer, for his thoughts and judgments 
were ahead of his time.  He realized the importance of preservation early on, and did not 
hesitate to say so.232 He criticized the work of the Comité at one point, expressing his 
objections towards the institute selectively preserving mosques that were considered 
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important from an architectural point of view, while neglecting the needs of local residents to 
have a well-functioning mosque regardless of their touristic importance. 233  Muhạmmad 
‘Abduh is considered the founder of Islamic Modernism. He studied in al-Azhar and was a 
student of Gamal al-Dīn al-Afghanī. He wrote and edited a series of works discussing 
theological essays addressing the concept of preservation as well as sculpture and figurative 
painting in Islam.  Together with the Minister of Awqaf, Hạsan ‘Asīm, in 1320/1902 he 
opposed Khedive ‘Abbās Ḥilmī after he issued a decree allowing the exchange of Awqaf 
properties, which defied the purpose of awqaf. Muhạmmad ‘Abduh then acknowledged the 
work of the Comité but opposed its preservation methodology.  He observed that there were a 
limited number of mosques among the list of monuments. ‘Abduh saw that the idea behind 
repairing (islāḥ) mosques was to preserve the building in a social sense in order to perform 
the spiritual rituals. His views are another reflection of the philosophical juncture between the 
religious ‘ulamaʼ representing the Awqaf and the Comité.  
On the other hand, evaluating the mausoleum’s conservation schemes within a 
modern framework yields a completely different perspective. The idea of having an empty 
buffer zone next to the mosque and mausoleum for visual emphasis alone is not an ideal 
solution as a conservation strategy. The unidentified land’s ownership in the long run 
promotes encroachment and illegal land use. Other than the extreme case of the 1375/1955 
fire, the unidentified space is a magnet for dumping garbage, given that the neighborhood 
lacks a proper collection system, an issue that still persists to this day. 234 In brief, the 
conservation strategy of the Comité at the mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr was indicative of 
its period, and a product of the political and social context in which it is situated.   
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3.5 Post Comité (1961-2006)  
The only available archival records during the 1390/1970s and 1400/1980s are theft 
reports.235 This is probably an indication of the government’s superficial involvement in 
monuments conservation at the time. An article published in al-Ahram newspaper, has 
triggered the search for the missing [Abbasid] cenotaph at the mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr. 
The photo documentation for this cenotaph could not even be found at the archives of the 
Islamic Museum. The legal aspect of the documents was concerned with determining a 
monetary value of the cenotaph upon which the liable party would pay a fine. Such logic 
dilutes the value of heritage elements, thus indicating an ineffective approach to monument 
conservation.  In the early 1400s/1980s, another theft incident was reported, this time 
reporting missing wooden inscriptions and marble pieces from the mausoleum of Shajarat al-
Durr.236 The police report suggest that a local resident from the neighborhood had stolen the 
keys from the guard, hoping to search for hidden treasures underneath the mausoleum floor. 
We are left with an unresolved clichéd story of the underground hidden treasures as a 
justification for the missing decorative work.  
It wasn’t until the 1400s/1990s that another conservation attempt took place at the 
mausoleum, one which was extended until 1427/2006 and was carried out by the Ministry of 
State for Antiquities (MSA).237 This phase of restoration works is more or less unpublished. 
Despite the absence of scholarly literature concerning this phase of restoration, the 
confirmation that indeed such work did take place is present within the Antiquities 
archives.238  The MSA had done a questionable job in restoring the mausoleum. The scope of 
work included excavating boreholes at the mausoleum ground in search of the entrance to the 
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underground burial.239 Nothing was found and it was suggested that the burial had 
disintegrated due to the high ground water table. Their work included complete plastering of 
walls with cement mortar, and painting over the woodwork of the Fatimid frieze, as well as 
painting over interior decoration.240 The blocked north-eastern doorway for it was opened, 
and three wooden doors were manufactured for the mausoleum.  The interior stone flooring 
was removed in order to add a layer of waterproofing, then the same old stones were re-
installed. The same was done for the exterior courtyard but new stone tiles were fixed.  The 
outside northeastern part of the dome was restored. The boundary fence was also rebuilt.  
Moreover, detailed conservation work was carried out to ‘beautify' the mosaics: missing parts 
were added and the loose parts were fixed (Pl. 66). Also, the faded drawings in the drum of 
the dome were traced according to the original and photo-documented.    
 
3.6 Discussion 
The history of the mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr as it survives through the 
documentation is in line with the political history of Egypt. The thoughtful establishment of 
the Comité was partially due to the royal family’s personal interest in Islamic monuments. 
The government under colonial influence was open to the idea of hiring a group of 
international specialists to preserve the monuments of significant architectural value. For the 
first thirty years the Comité gained momentum and experience in dealing with the local 
construction disciplines and other relevant government bodies. The ministries of the Awqaf, 
Public Works and Education were founded at more or less the same period and the top 
                                                          
239 Mubārak mentions that Shajarat al-Durr was carried to the madrasa beside the caliph’s residence and was 
buried there. Would that explain why the boreholes carried out in 1992 in search of the entry to the underground 
burial chamber did not yield any positive results? Or is Mubārak referring to the madrasa while meaning the 
mausoleum – as in one complex? Unfortunately, Mubārak’s work is unreferenced, therefore, the historical 
source on which this information is based is not clear. However, the confusion in terminology seems to be a 
logical explanation. Mubārak, Khitạt,̣ 5:34. 
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managerial positions were often shared by the same individuals. For example, ‘Ali Pasha 
Mubārak occupied the position of head of the ministries of Public Works and Education 
during the second half of the 13th/19th century.241 The concept of multiple managerial posts 
was also practiced in connection with the Comité. Herz Pasha was the head of the Comité as 
well as the director of the Islamic Arts Museum. By today’s standards the holding of multiple 
managerial positions by the same individual is not recommended, for it fosters for a conflict 
of interest by different institutions. However, at the time the practice worked in the favor of 
the Comité, by facilitating a high level of coordination and communication. In addition, the 
safeguarding of artifacts was easily guaranteed: when objects of fine art were found they 
were transported directly to the museum and thus a valuable collection was established.  
 When the responsibilities of the Comité were handed from the Awqaf to the Ministry 
of Education in 1355/1936, the focus of its conservation schemes was diluted. In other words, 
it became a reactive process rather than proactive one. Unless there was a pressing need to 
preserve the monuments due to unprecedented state of deterioration, the buildings were left 
as they were.   Conservation efforts suffered considerably following the 1952 revolution. It 
was at a time when the state had shifted from a monarchy to a nationalist presidential system, 
and conservation efforts were not seen as a priority. In 1373/1953, the functions of 
conservation were taken over by the Egyptian Antiquities Organization, which is known as 
the Ministry of Antiquities.242 The defects of the urban management conditions, which persist 
to this day, can be attributed to Egypt’s political system in which the state is the main and 
almost sole actor. The government dominates the planning and implementing of any project. 
Developmental projects for tourism are always favored over local development.243 Moreover, 
the population has increased tremendously over the past 50 years and mass housing has 
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become a necessity. As a result, the trespassing on the Cairene monuments was 
unavoidable.244 Historic Cairo, with its center and periphery, became an opportunity for real 
estate development.245 The year 1381/1961 marks an important date in the history of the 
Comité – Department of Antiquities. That year, it was formally dissolved and its 
responsibilities were in transition for a number of years.  
In the 1390s/1970s, at the time of Sadat, the prospects for conservation efforts were 
looking up as now the government had set a preliminary peace agreement with Israel and 
could focus on internal issues.246 Instead, however, the situation with the monuments 
worsened and foreign missions assisted in the conservation projects. Those projects tended to 
be built in phases – a mosque here, a madrasa there, a residence somewhere else. The 
separate works were not coordinated. Nevertheless, the conservation works were of very high 
standards and efforts were usually made to use local craftsmen, local materials and 
technologies, supplemented by specialists. 247 As of the 1400s/1980s, UNESCO called for an 
urban conservation plan, but the Egyptian Antiquities Organization continued its same 
working concept of focusing on individual monuments.248 However, the Egyptian Antiquities 
Organization cannot be totally blamed for the restoration problems. It was dealing with a 
rapidly decaying infrastructure and area conservation had not been widely practiced yet with 
the exception of the Citadel.249 
It was not until the 1413/1992 earthquake that serious restoration schemes were taking 
place out of fear for losing a great number of monuments completely. Egypt called for both 
national and international support to restore its monuments. However, the 1413/1992 
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restoration wave was too often problematic in that restorers often did not follow international 
standards of conservation. At the time, non-specialized contractors in conservation work were 
taking over the jobs. Portland cement was used in stabilizing foundations and fixing facades; 
a material which is banned by international conservation standards. 250 The 1413/1992 
restoration of the mausoleum provides as an example of Portland cement being applied at the 
exterior wall plastering. With the Mubārak era came the first ideas of urban conservation. The 
conservation standards were publicized as an open-air museum concept. The Muʽizz Street 
project, though heavily criticized, was among the successful endeavors in that sense (Pl. 67). 
The historic spine was turned into a pedestrian route, facades of residential houses were 
painted, some commercial activities were relocated, and the monuments were profoundly 
restored. Ultimately, the open museum conservation philosophy did not yield sustainable 
results. Due to the vulnerable state of the police and security post the 25th of January 
revolution, the vehicular-ban could not be enforced. On the other hand, the most recent 
conservation initiatives were answered following the 25th of January revolution whereby civil 
society was the main actor. The Athar Lina conservation initiative carried out at the premises 
of Shajarat al-Durr’s mausoleum is an example of such civic participation and is discussed in 
the following chapter.    
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CHAPTER FOUR: PARTICIPATORY CONSERVATION PRACTICES  
This chapter aims to present the Athar Lina initiative and explore the role of civil 
society in heritage conservation. A brief description of al-Khalīfa neighborhood today is 
provided to facilitate an objective debate about the pros and cons of adopting a participatory 
approach in such a context. Information collected on this initiative comes from Athar Lina’s 
website, as well as the minutes of meetings collected during the Athar Lina volunteering 
program, newspaper articles and online press releases.  
 
4.1 The Athar Lina Initiative  
The current phase of restoration taking place in al-Khalīfa neighborhood is the Athar 
Lina initiative. The Athar Lina initiative presents a worthwhile case study, showcasing the 
operational dynamics of community participation taking a lead in preserving heritage. It is a 
participatory conservation project promoted by the Built Environmental Collaborative 
(known as Megawra) headed by May al-Ibrashi, along with a network of conservation and 
heritage activists, who took a proactive step towards sustainable conservation of monuments 
(Pl. 68). The objective of the participatory approach is to narrow the gap between all involved 
stakeholders in the decision-making process.  
The Athar Lina, Arabic for “the monument is ours,” is the theme of initiative, which 
takes the form of workshops, exhibitions, and discussions questioning the ownership of and 
responsibility for monuments. Who has a right to claim the monument? Is it the state, 
residents of the neighborhood, academic professionals, or visitors and tourists? The project is 
a collaboration between the Ministry of Antiquities and the Danish Egyptian Dialogue 
Institute. The participatory events facilitated understanding the needs of the different 
stakeholders, which enabled changing the conservation conception from a burden to a 
resource (Pls. 69 - 70). Among the recommendations of the workshop was the need to raise 
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awareness among children of the heritage value of monuments through storytelling. A second 
recommendation was to restore the mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr. A third theme was to 
organize an event encouraging local tourism to visit the monuments and participate in active 
games of drawing a large map for entrance signage to the street. The initiative is ongoing and 
new objectives emerge soon after the targeted objectives are realized, given the demanding 
context being dealt with. As soon one targeted objective is reached another one emerges.   
Designing a participatory approach within al-Khalīfa neighborhood is not an easy 
task, for the urban morphology of the site and the socio-economic conditions of the local 
community encompasses a lot of challenges. Al-Khalīfa has undergone profound changes in 
recent years. Referring to the neighborhood as a cemetery is no longer appropriate. It is a 
crowded quarter with animated daily life activities. The main artery along which the 
mausoleum resides is narrow by modern day criteria, barely allowing vehicular circulation. 
Motorcycles and small pick-up trucks make their way through the bustling street. Low-rise 
residential houses are present amongst the monuments. Coffee houses are aligned against the 
street facades. Tiny shops selling essential goods occupy the ground floor of residential 
buildings. Ironmongery, carpentry and mechanics workshops contribute to the bustling, noisy 
street. Young children play among the havoc. This typical Cairene street could be classified 
by today’s scholarship as a low-density urban squatter zone or a slum area. David Sims, in his 
book Understanding Cairo has highlighted census miscalculations that were quoted heavily 
by journalistic literature rendering a rather negative image about the ‘tomb dwellers’.251 The 
misconception is primarily due to the stagnant perception of historic cemeteries as 
graveyards, while in the present day they are legalized residential neighborhoods. The 
following quote by Maqrīzī reminds us that the cemetery was never intended to be a deserted 
place; it was a city for the living as much as it was a place for the dead:    
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Two worlds meet in the graveyard, 
That of Life and that of Beyond 
-what a beautiful place to stay! 
While the hermits wander around the tombs and pray 
The revelers let continuous music play; 
how many nights did we listen to the tone 
of music softening the hardest stone, 
while the moons fills the world with beam that shining flow 
and his joyous face smiles on kindred faces below.252 
 
4.2 Mausoleum Conservation  
The report published on the recent conservation work taking place at the mausoleum 
of Shajarat al-Durr illustrates accuracy in documentation, noting on the progress of the pre 
and post-conservation work (Pl. 71). Before restoration could take place, necessary 
preparatory work was carried out at the mausoleum grounds.253 The preparatory work 
included site clearing of debris and garbage deposits  ̶  at the buffer zone and inside the dome. 
The mihrab area was closed off as it was excluded from this phase of restoration (Pl. 72).  
Moreover, the scaffolding was erected at the mausoleum interior – to facilitate working on 
the upper sections of the walls and the dome.254  
Complete visual documentation of the mausoleum and site was carried out. The scope 
of work included conservation of interior and exterior plastering, repairing painted stucco, 
restoration of wooden inscription friezes, fixing wooden doors and windows, and repairing 
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masonry walls (Pls. 73 - 74). The documentation speaks of professional methods both 
technically and methodologically. Architectural drawings and a detailed condition survey of 
the interior and exterior elevations of the mausoleum were prepared.255 The building material 
and its state of deterioration was documented and treated following the ICOMOS ISCS 
standards.256  Material surfaces was mechanically cleaned using soft brushes. The walls that 
had cracks were quickly stabilized and the loose plaster was treated. The conservation of the 
polychrome in the transitional zone was first checked by UV photography in order to confirm 
the presence of colors below the white wash.257  
The same technique – UV photography – was used at the drum of the dome which 
resulted in a marvelous discovery of two medallions at the northern corner (Pl. 31). The thin 
gypsum layer covering the polychrome was removed by mechanical cleaning using soft 
brushes as well as chemically by adding a thin layer of resin, and the empty spaces between 
the paint were filled with acrylic paint.258  
The discovery of the medallions is a splendid accomplishment for it offers the field of 
Islamic art and architecture a rare example of late Ayyubid wall painting decorations. The 
decoration scheme of the medallions is rather intricate in style: a pointed ovoid where three 
pointed tulips project at equidistance from the top center, and at 45 degrees from the right and 
left margins. The body of the medallion is of interlacing floral arabesque design. Two 
delicate branches dangle from the sides of the central medallion in a downward curve. 
Beneath the ovoid body, a tripartite interlacing string points towards the central medallion – 
from the two bottom corners.  
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Evaluating the quality of the painted medallion in such a condition, would not yield a 
fair judgement. The process of unveiling the motif, has left the painting in a monochromatic 
outline, with the detailed brushstrokes invisible.  The two medallions show distinguishable 
variations, indicating that they have not been traced of a pre-set mold, rather copied by hand.  
The design concept is the same, although executional differences are clear. The western 
medallion is more circular in form while the eastern is narrower. The tulips on the eastern 
medallion are more luscious and spread out that the former.  
Other detailed conservation work included the interior carved stucco panels which 
were restored meticulously after thorough documentation and performing a condition survey 
on a scale of 1:1.259 The panels were first dry cleaned using soft brushes, and treated by 
ammonium and mechanically cleaned using scalpels to remove bird deposits. Moreover, the 
upper and lower wooden inscription friezes were restored using preliminary consolidation, 
chemical and mechanical methods of treatment. Modern green paint on the wooden tie beams 
was removed revealing traces of inscription.260  Also, the modern painting was removed from 
the wooden doors and windows – an addition by the Comité in the 20th century – revealing 
the original wooden carpentry.261  
As for the masonary conservation, exterior cement plaster was removed up to a level 
of 2 to 2.5 m - measuring from the dome floor – in which salt encrustation and efflorescence 
was removed mechanically by brushes.262 After desalting the masonry, grouts were treated 
with a lime mortar and a second layer of lime mortar was applied. On the interior, the 
masonry was treated up to the level of the lower inscription frieze.263  
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The recent Athar Lina report on the mausoleum conservation is a reflection of modern 
conservation thinking.  Evidence and scientific findings directly influence the decision-
making process. It also shows that the scientific methods better help quantify damage to 
historical material, a considerable development if compared to the Comité reports, which 
were based solely on visual observation and literary analysis.264 It is a far cry from the 1992 
restoration documentation, which consists of a single handwritten sheet of paper as the only 
surviving evidence.  
  The ingenuity of the conservation work in that context is that it is complemented by 
the community’s awareness of the value of the mausoleum (Plate 75). The story of the 
legendary sultāna is narrated to young children. Parents understand the importance of 
heritage in encouraging tourism, which ultimately benefits their entrepreneurship activities. 
The architectural conservation is the least problematic encounter in that setting. It is more 
‘restoring’ the inhabitants to value the history of the place they’re living in. The details of this 
process is discussed in the upcoming section.  
 
4.3 Participatory Approach to Conservation  
Eversince the 1997 UNDP report for Historic Cairo - which stressed upon urban 
upgrading and poverty allevation; independent conservation projects sought to work within 
such a conservation framework.265  The work of Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) at Darb 
al-Ahṃar initiated in the year 2000 aimed to restore historically significant building while at 
the same time improving the livelihoods of its inhabitants. Yet another example is the Darb 
al-Asf̣ar project (1994-2001) implemented by the Supreme Council of Antiquities and funded 
by the Kuwait Arab Fund for Social Development.266 The restoration of historical buildings 
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such as Bayt al-Suhạymī was done through an integrated participatory approach. 
Furthermore, Civil society has become a major player in heritage conservation in Egypt after 
the 25th of January Revolution. This is not to say that prior to this date, civil society had no 
interest in monument conservation; but in the first two years following the Revolution, civil 
society organizations became more active than ever before.  
Following the 25th of January revolution, numerous reports –both national and 
international- have called upon the Egyptian authorities to take action in order “to save” 
heritage. UNESCO and local NGOs have also joined in with a voice of urgency. In 1432/ 
2011, the Director General of UNESCO addressed the importance of protecting Egypt’s 
heritage sites, which were being violated by the day.267 The director also acknowledged the 
efforts of civil society to protect cultural heritage in Egypt. Reports of robberies of artifacts 
and their re-emergence in international museums, the burning of libraries, the deterioration of 
monuments, and the scavenging of archeological sites had grabbed the attention of both 
global and local conservation professionals alike.  Upon that announcement, UNESCO put up 
an action plan to preserve an international heritage site and the Urban Regeneration of 
Historic Cairo (URHC) project was put forward (Pl. 76). The first phase aimed at defining the 
boundary and buffer zone of Historic Cairo as well as putting together a thorough report with 
the help of a diverse group of consultants to study and analyze the Historic Cairo site (Pl. 77). 
This phase is currently coming to an end. The next phase for the URHC project is to put up 
an effective management model that could carry out area conservation.268   
What is new to the conservation scene in the URHC project is the non-
institutionalized representatives (stakeholders) who have showcased their concerns using 
social media and formed informal bodies to take action. The examples are numerous, 
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including minute-by-minute updates reporting abusive violations to monuments’ physical 
state, opinionated articles on online blogs and magazines, and live protests in front of 
representative authorities. Facebook pages entitled “Save Cairo,” “Save Historic Cairo,” and 
“Save Muʽizz Street” represent a selective sample relevant to the scope of research, which 
generate timely reports of incidents of violations (Pl. 78). Online blogs and independent 
electronic newspapers have also played a vital role in stirring public awareness of the weighty 
issues at hand (Pl. 79). Cairo Observer and Egypt’s Heritage Review alerted the reading 
audience to the neglected status of heritage. Online petitions were circulated and signed. 
Taking action a step further, protests were held by heritage activists –risking arrest – in 
several cities and governorates as a last resort to protect registered monuments.  
The idea of having the conservation approach labeled as an initiative is to have civil 
society at the core of the stakeholders ‘map’ (Pl. 80). In theoretical terms, Aristotle explained 
civil society as the sphere of ‘good society’ in which order will be achieved and conflict 
resolved.269 In this case, civil society refers to the local community and the Megawra NGO, 
which is running the participatory approach, conservation and heritage activists as well as 
recruited volunteers. This is more or less what makes stakeholder management a difficult 
task. Answering questions about who benefits, who pays and who cares is pivotal in 
coordinating the economics of participatory discourse.270  
Cultural heritage stakeholders share multiple responsibilities at the same time. The 
beneficiaries in that case are the local community, followed by governmental institutions, and 
the worldwide audience. The local community does not benefit from the literal act of 
monument conservation but from the urban conservation approach as a whole. The 
mausoleum repair work is a small stake in the conservation initiative. The participatory 
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approach aims to respond to the needs of the community in which it exists. For example, the 
idea of re-use was adopted at the adjoining mosque, where a former clinic was to be re-
opened according to discussions with residents of the neighborhood who expressed the need 
for medical facilities (Pls. 81-86). The government institution is also an actor in this 
conservation scheme.  The MSA supervises the conservation work carried out al-Ibrashi 
through its Inspectorate Department to maintain a monitoring and controlling upper hand of 
the state’s monuments. In that respect, the governmental representation is temporarily freed 
of its financial responsibilities.  
 Payments and financing for the project were segmented according to the project 
phases. Funds by international donors create the larger bulk of the monetary resources, 
though symbolic contributions by the local community are present to increase their sense of 
ownership of the project. The involvement of civil society at the different planning stages of 
investment is of great importance. The local communities at the core of the economic model 
benefit from the value-chain of income generating activities and job creation related to local 
tourism. 271 In the longer run, however, there will be a need for national budgetary resources 
in order to sustain cultural tourism by making the area more accessible, to encourage 
rehabilitation of the historic city and provide adaptive reuse of buildings.272 
I have identified a set of practices with the aim to evaluate the effectiveness of the 
participatory method to heritage conservation. To begin with, the decision-making is lobbied 
by the local community. Empowering the local community to look after their neighborhood 
monuments, ultimately transforms the monument from a burden to a resource.  Politics and 
power struggles are involved in the everyday practices and routine decision-making. 273 The 
extent of the decision-making process is on a scale between centralization and 
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decentralization. 274 The Athar Lina initiative holds periodic meetings with a wide-ranging 
audience that includes representatives of the local community, the Ministry of Antiquities, the 
Cairo Governorate, the head of the district, heritage activists and NGOs focused on 
developmental work. Within such meetings the local community express their socio-
economic needs that were either not realized by the governmental authorities or are triggered 
by the ongoing discussion of conservation practices. The sub-topics range from the need of a 
garbage collection system, to affordable medical facilities or improving children’s education. 
Once these needs are expressed, they cannot be ignored for they remain more pressing issues 
for the local community than the welfare of monuments. On the other hand, the shortcoming 
of such a model is that the decision-making process is a prolonged one. It does consume a lot 
of energy and requires a great deal of effort. Moderating regular meetings with the local 
community and formal writings to the national institutions hinder quick progress. A balance 
needs to be achieved in order to sustain the efficiency of the participatory conservation 
approach.  
Furthermore, the local community has a high sense of ownership. The residents of al-
Khalīfa have a strong sense of belonging and ownership in their neighborhood. As inhabitants 
of the area, they are familiar with its everyday history. They have seen the monuments 
deteriorate, and sometimes have contributed to its deterioration. This makes it a difficult task 
for professionals to intervene. Unless the people accept the conservation specialists, they 
would stand in objection to any conservation scheme. Establishing friendly and professional 
social conduct with the residents is a primary step to start working in the neighborhood. The 
people feel the worth of the religious funerary structures and often participate in the weekly 
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and annual spiritual events taking place at the mausoleums of Ahl al-bayt.275 Thus, winning 
the locals over to the idea of restoring a mausoleum and a mosque space did not encounter 
much resistance. The good social foundation with al-Khalīfa residents yields more benefits 
than a permission to restore. They are themselves resourceful; some have experience in 
carpentry, others can obtain local materials at very cheap prices, and some are willing to 
volunteer in organizing events (Pl. 87).  
The participatory project is a flexible model that is responsive to the local needs and 
solves problems on the spot is promoted by the non-hierarchal organization of the initiative. 
Both the professionals and the local community are benefiting from the experience. The 
professionals are seeking a sustainable conservation model and in the meantime the local 
community have a channel to vocalize their needs. The incremental design of the initiative 
facilitates the adoption of flexibility in both the decision-making and developmental growth. 
Concise targets when reached open the gateways for more progress to happen. The garbage 
collection initiative is an example illustrating the proactive rather than the reactive responsive 
actions. It is still underway, but already Megawra NGO is brainstorming solutions with 
environmental agencies to either assist in garbage collection or to find incentives for 
recycling to take place.  Another example showing responsiveness is the adaptive re-use of 
the mosque area. The ground floor at the mosque was utilized as a clinic for a number of 
years, but after the doctor died, the clinic fell into disuse. The people asked for the revival of 
the clinic and it is included within the fifth phase of Athar Lina initiative to finalize necessary 
legal work to reopen the medical facility. The idea of reuse is reflected on the methodological 
approach to conservation. Excessive rigidity could lead to less-than-optimal use of properties.  
Despite such responsiveness, the flexible model operating in al-Khalīfa is in itself non-
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replicable. The initiative is just too ‘local’. This means that each application of the 
participatory approach needs to be adapted for the context it deals with.  
Participatory practices involve community upgrading and capacity building, which 
capitalizes on the knowledge of individuals, is an essential factor in the Athar Lina initiative.  
For example, an educational carpentry session was carried out by one of the local craftsmen 
for those interested to learn and it was moderated by an entrepreneurship specialist. Through 
such activities, knowledge sharing is guaranteed and local craftsmen are equipped to expand 
their business skills beyond al-Khalifa borders.  
Another participatory theme is to capitalize on the micro-economy, in which local 
resources are utilized whenever possible. A nearby carpentry workshop works with Megawra 
in related conservation work. Also, this workshop participates in periodic exhibitions 
facilitated by the initiative. The initiative coordinators make it a point to promote food and 
beverages shops within the area during their events. Revitalizing the crafts of the 
neighborhood is another means to trigger economic benefits for the residents. Encouraging 
crafts in the neighborhood is closely tied with cultural tourism, for it is a means of keep ing 
heritage alive.  The target sector can then be strengthened by promoting further the 
alternative use of heritage venues for exhibitions, events and other activities in order to 
broaden visitor participation and strengthen the links between cultural heritage and the arts. 
276 In other words, the link between culture and tourism is the most visible aspect of the 
contribution of culture to local development.277  
Regarding the handling of non-sustainable funding sources, the issue with 
international or local grant-funding agencies is that the project has to comply with the 
agencies' agendas. The funding for the different project phases –  whether by the American 
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Research Center in Egypt, the British Council, or the Barakat Trust –  is provided on a 
project-by-project basis and cannot always be guaranteed. For example, the Danish Institute 
has funded the first phase of Athar Lina initiative in the revolutionary spirit following 2011 
events with the aim of encouraging cultural participation and freedom of expression.278 This 
access to funding is questionable in current volatile political conditions. Each new donor 
requires a different proposal and the project targets are influenced in that manner.  Finding a 
sustainable funding resource remains the main obstacle to carrying out conservation schemes.  
 All in all, it can be said that the participatory approach is effective when it delivers the 
agreed-upon targets according to the community needs. Nonetheless, efficiency capitalizes 
human resources, utilizes minimal financial and environmental resources within the preset 
timeframe of delivering the project. In that respect, we can say that the participatory 
conservation approach is effective but not necessarily efficient.  
 
4.4 Discussion  
 The Athar Lina initiative presents an overwhelming experience. The role of heritage 
professionals is intertwined with developmental work far greater than the sole goal of 
preserving monuments. The location of the monuments within an informal area further 
complicates the idea of conservation through community participation. As has been observed, 
participatory conservation is closely tied to political awareness. Unless citizens know their 
rights, they cannot participate effectively to ensure necessary changes. Socio-economic need 
is a primary concern in historic Cairo and it is thus important to be addressed; otherwise, 
conservation of monuments will remain a marginalized topic.279 Providing educational and 
health services is a priority. Learning about the values of heritage can be taught in schools 
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through informal education.280 Improving the electrical, water and sewage infrastructure is a 
must to ensure decent living standards for the local community. Nevertheless, heritage 
activists cannot deal with all of this alone. Urban upgrading is the state’s responsibility in the 
first place, but since it is a huge challenge it is often neglected and the role is assumed by 
developmental NGOs. To make the process more manageable, Megawra needs to affirm 
more precise delegation to NGOs in order to solely focus on the conservation methodologies 
and preserve more monuments.  
 Is the mausoleum restoration within the Athar Lina initiative considered a restoration 
project or conservation one? To answer this question we must relate to the difference between 
the two words, which are more or less synonyms, but restoration has a negative connotation 
in the world of modern conservation founded by John Ruskin in the 13th/19th century. 
Restoration was associated with historical revival accentuating the aesthetic qualities of the 
monuments without giving much attention to the historical values they convey. Conservation, 
on the other hand, highlights the historicity of the object. It values the time lapse in which it 
has survived. The term conservation acknowledges that the monument may produce 
something new in the present, while the roots to its past are traceable. 281 Conservation is also 
associated with the scientific models it adopts, reflecting an evolution in practice. 282 The 
manifestation of such values are echoed in Athar Lina’s conservation practices, which 
emphasize studying the history of the monument, adopting minimal intervention, and using 
technology is an aid to achieve quality results. In that respect, the current phase of repairs at 
the mausoleum is conservation work.  
 At first impression, the conservation work at the mausoleum may seem to inherit the 
qualities of the single monument conservation approach, which has been criticized in the 
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work of the Comité. This approach, which treats a monument in isolation of its surroundings, 
aims to establish the monument as an architectural masterpiece. However, this would not be 
an accurate representation of the project at the mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr, as it falls 
within the Urban Rehabilitation of Historic Cairo, which was inscribed as a UNESCO World 
Heritage site officially in 1432/ 2011. Placement within a larger planning framework is a 
practice of urban conservation, but in stages. 283 Being categorized as a World Heritage site is 
just another form of the ‘cultural routes’ conservation concept introduced in the International 
Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) charter of 2008. The cultural routes concept 
recognizes the conservation values as a common heritage that goes beyond national borders, 
and which requires joint efforts.284 
Looking at the bigger picture of the Cairene urban fabric, the Athar Lina project 
emerges as representative of many socio-economic, cultural and political dilemmas of 
historic Cairo. There are many challenges to conserving Cairene Islamic monuments, and the 
location at the historical cemetery complicates the matter further. The Cairo metropolis lacks 
means of sustainable urban development. The absence of effective urban development 
schemes by the state is not only due to the unavailability of monetary resources but also to 
deficiencies in the planning mechanisms and executive administration. Urban upgrading 
schemes often neglect the socio-economic factors of the neighborhood residents when 
commencing on a ‘comprehensive’ level of urban planning. The 1418/1997 report on Historic 
Cairo shows such a lapse, as do recent URHC reports. The broad level of planning shows the 
gap between designers and on-site work, where the top-down level of planning neglects many 
delicacies of the complex urban fabric.285  
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The deficiency in the administration occurs at both a micro and a macro level. At the 
micro-level of local district administration, political corruption has overwhelmed its 
functional responsibilities. On a higher level, the governor and his cabinet to a large extent 
trespass on the responsibilities of the local administration, completely marginalizing their 
role. Furthermore, the opaqueness of the governmental system results in lack of citizen 
awareness about their rightful services.  
Historic Cairo, both the center and the periphery, is considered a prime real-estate 
location. The government and private equities often consider empty plots of land found 
within the historic zone for developmental projects. Such a developmental scheme is also 
considered at Midan al-Sayyida Nafīsa, where the government seeks to build a large mosque 
in the area surrounded by a public park (Pl. 88). This initiative – though respected for its 
public purpose – is unnecessary in terms of functionality, since the area is in close proximity 
to al-Sayyida Nafīsa and located within a zone where mosques and zāwiyas are found at 
every corner. Should this project be implemented, it will superimpose its skyline over the 
domes of ahl al-bayt, the historical landmarks of al-Khalīfa. With the restructuring of the 
urban space and commercialization of historic Cairo, the memory map of Cairo subsides into 
unrecognizable geography.  This urban memory is part of the intangible heritage values of the 
city and it is worth preserving for future generations.  
 Another challenge is the lack of safety. 286 Indeed the issue of safety is sometimes 
exaggerated, with al-Khalīfa identified with high crime rates, and often the socio-economic 
needs are disregarded in this categorization. However, the safety issue could be related to the 
inadequate governmental representation, which turns a blind eye on the needs of the 
neighborhood. Other technical challenges with conserving the monuments concern lack of 
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electrical and sewage infrastructure. This has been prioritized by the Athar Lina initiative, 
which has renovated the bathroom facilities.  
Reflecting on Athar Lina initiative has helped identify a number of sustainable 
heritage conservation practices that encourages civic participation. The first step is to raise 
awareness. To ensure that heritage lives on, the guardians – or the neighborhood – should 
know about the importance of such a monument. When people realize the value of such 
monuments, then they will experience the interventions of the state as being less intrusive.  
Another practice relates to managing funding. Economic sustainability of 
conservation projects aims to secure a funding source other than the state’s budget to ensure 
more autonomy in responding to the neighborhood needs. Crowd-funding campaigns from 
the inhabitants themselves and from heritage activists are an alternative to the Antiquities 
budget (Pl. 89). Local finances would then be managed by the community representatives to 
carry out the community development activities.   
Responding to the needs of the local population is yet another sustainable 
participatory practice. The needs of the community dictate the progress of the conservation 
project. A reversed decision-making approach contrary to the common “top-down approach” 
is seen as more sustainable, even though it sometimes leads to a prolonged time frame. 
Strengthening the role of civil society in heritage conservation ensures the livelihood of 
monuments, even though the values of heritage conservation are to a large extent intangible.  
Conducting research and documentation is an essential professional practice. 
Monument preservation practices are carried out periodically. Therefore, careful 
documentation of the conservation work is a must to ensure a higher degree of authenticity 
when carrying out later practices of restoration. It is an accumulative process.  
Documentation proves to be an integral element in preserving the monument’s heritage. From 
an abstract point of view, heritage is the selective living history from which we inherit from 
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past generations, shape at present, and save for future generations. The ‘Abbāsiyya archive 
has proven to be an invaluable reference for tracing the conservation work of the Comité. The 
Athar Lina report on the mausoleum conservation is of professional value and should be 
standardized in the Egyptian conservation practices by the government and independent 
consultants.  
Another sustainable practice is safeguarding heritage through social media. Social 
media is currently the most effective tool to disseminate information to a wide audience. It 
can be used as a lobbying tool to engage and influence policy-makers about sustainable 
conservation practices.  The significance of social media has been acknowledged in bringing 
people together as an alternative news channel in the 25th of January revolution, and it has 
become widely used by Egyptians. Already, heritage activists are utilizing Facebook to raise 
public awareness about the severe state of deterioration of monuments in recent times. 
Governmental institutions have also discovered the advertising potential of social media and 
are frequently posting artistic photographs of monuments in order to encourage national and 
international tourism. Through social media, what was once accessible to a few scholars is 
now widely available to the public.287 This also means that historical material has become 
more accessible. It is not a matter of obtaining the information, but rather of analyzing the 
data content. Developing analytical digital tools for heritage research is an abstract 
suggestion for the future of Islamic art and architecture studies.  
Athar Lina’s model can be said to be a top-down initiative in disguise.  It is guided by 
professionals and supported by local community. It is a responsive solution that aims to 
prolong the lifetime of monuments through sustainable conservation. It can be classified as a 
success story for the active role of civil society in heritage conservation, in the hope that it 
could be replicated more efficiently in the Egyptian historical contexts.     
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION 
5.1 Concluding Remarks  
The structure by which this thesis is presented mirrors the conservation practice, in a 
theoretical sense. It first presents the background research on the history of the patron, 
monument location, and architectural precedents before tracing the conservation efforts that 
occurred at the mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr. The historical analysis positions the patron 
within a historical chronology, in order to evaluate the architectural patronage by a mind of 
the time. By comparing and contrasting the architecture of the monument to other similar 
examples, missing information is extrapolated.   
 Revisiting the biography of the patron provides theories about the history of the 
monument and how it survived through time. The heroine of the story is a unique sultāna 
who introduced funerary-educational complexes in Egypt. Attaching her husband’s 
mausoleum to his madrasa in Fatimid Cairo, Shajarat al-Durr set the trend of the madrasa-
mausoleum complex, which remains one of the strongest architectural statements in the city 
to this day. She chose her complex to be situated in a less high-profile area, yet amongst 
popular female saints. The message is clear: Shajarat al-Durr sought to be remembered 
among the other venerated female Islamic figures. The context in which the mausoleum 
existed is conveyed in written historical literature. The cemetery was a place to commemorate 
the dead, to do charity such as distributing bread and goods amongst the poor, and was 
interpreted as a place with high spiritual relevance. Though the urbanization of the cemeteries 
changed over time, many of the practices and traditions associated with them lived on. The 
Sayyida Nafīsa cemetery was one that was visited regularly by locals because of its religious 
associations. The details of the story are blurred for a long number of years, during which we 
know that the mausoleum and the complex were maintained in good condition, due to the 
waqf system. The innovative queen set the trend of combining a mausoleum with a four-
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school madrasa complex as a single charitable endowment in her name. The mausoleum is 
the extant monument preserving the memory of its patron. Its history demonstrates that the 
patron was directly involved in commissioning her funerary complex. The decorative keel 
arches on panels, windows and stalactites and the beautifully decorated mihrab symbolizing 
the Shajar al-Durr’s name indicate both the queen’s elegant taste and her interest in continuity 
with the decorative modes of the past.   
In the years following her death in 656/1258, Shajar al-Durr was widely reviled. She 
was regarded as a rebel, a female who ruled against the conservative doctrine of society. 
Those negative sentiments were expressed in the later reception of her mausoleum, for 
example, where the lower naskh frieze was painted over in black. Somehow, after this wave 
of hatred, the queen came to be loved again. The black paint was painted over in white 
copying the original inscriptions, and the mausoleum went through several layers of 
restoration.  The emotional upturn could be due to the association of Shajarat al-Durr with ahl 
al-bayt and the mah̟mal tradition. The legend of the sultāna was venerated by the society at 
large, reflecting the power of urban memory. Early phases of restoration are not documented; 
some of them are known just by passing referernces. An Abbasid Caliph built a mosque and 
attached it to her mausoleum as the door lintel indicates. Sheikh Marzūq al-Farāsh renovated 
the mosque and mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr in 1294/1877.288  It is assumed that prior 
individual initiatives were carried out occasionally to keep the mausoleum intact for as long 
as possible. It is not until the 14th/20th centuries that we have institutionalized documentation 
of how the restoration process took place.  
The Comité archives are a historical treasure when studying the conservation work. 
At a first glance, they show how drastically different the Comité’s conservation approach was 
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from that generated by the waqf system. The waqf more or less perceives heritage from a 
religious and spiritual point of view, and somehow responds to the needs of the locals. The 
upkeep of monuments was a result of community development programs funded by revenues 
from different agricultural, industrial and commercial economic activities.  On the other 
hand, the Comité sought to apply professional methods of conservation and to comply with 
international standards. What if the Comité had never came into existence?  Would the 
mausoleum have survived? The absence of the Comité would probably have meant that the 
Awqaf institution would have retained responsibility for all religious monuments. Given the 
priorities of the Awqaf, monuments with a religious function would have survived, but 
secular buildings would most probably not have. While the Comité has been heavily 
criticized for its conservation approaches, its overall effectiveness as an institution should not 
be overlooked. Without its efforts, many of the listed monuments would have likely not made 
it to this day. The challenges faced by the Comité in dealing with other governmental bodies, 
institutions, local communities and individuals still persist. More or less, the fragmentation of 
the governmental bodies sharing the responsibility of monuments preservation remains in 
place.  
The archival documents of the Comité indicate that several parties were involved in 
the restoration process. The Comité initially operated under the Ministry of Awqaf, by whom 
the budget was allocated, before being transferred to the jurisdiction of the Ministry of 
Education. The Tanzīm was another institution with which the Comité had to coordinate its 
restoration proposals. The Ministry of Public Works oversaw any proposals that dealt with 
sanitary infrastructure – for example the ablution proposal of the mosque of Shajarat al-Durr. 
In brief, the system can be described as a centralized project management system operating 
within a bureaucratic government. The Comité architects prepare the technical drawings after 
careful reviews, but final approval had to be granted from the internal technical department as 
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well as the deputy of the ministry. Next, the legal documents and building permits had to be 
finalized, a phase which was followed by the estimation of the proposed budget. The budget 
then had to be approved, and the contractor selected following the procedures of an open bid. 
The appointed contractor might then hire another local contractor – as in the case of Filipo 
Gazzo and ‘Ali Omar. Status reports had to be issued from time to time and formal 
correspondences had to be issued whenever the delivery time was delayed or damage 
occurred.  This extended process might be interrupted due to shortage in budget or a missing 
legal document or even a petition from the shaykh.  
The Athar Lina initiative taking place in recent years is a complete contradiction to 
the state’s leading role in the 14th/20th century. The initiative is designed in a participatory 
manner to raise awareness among al-Khalīfa neighborhood about the value of their 
surrounding heritage. The technical conservation of the mausoleum is just a small element in 
this initiative, and the nearby mosque space was adapted to the developmental activities 
proposed by the inhabitants. It is used as an office for Megawra NGO, a clinic for the public, 
a place to hold classes for children, and a site for awareness events. Innovative participatory 
skills were employed in order to educate children about historical characters, to give 
craftsmen a chance to improve their entrepreneurship expertise and to provide the local 
community with channels to vocalize their needs. The direct method by which the residents 
see the merits of preserving heritage is through revenues generated from local tourism. 
Periodic events and exhibitions are held in al-Khalīfa through which both the monuments and 
the commercial activities of the neighborhood receive national exposure.  
Though the bureaucracy of the governmental institution has hindered the action plans 
of monument rescue in many instances, some of these same institutions facilitated the 
research and documentation of preserved monuments. Comparing the Comité to participatory 
initiatives may lack a certain parallelism, it can elucidate the benefits of a governmental 
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organization versus a community-based effort.  The authoritative power of the state, the 
nationwide scope of monuments preservation, and the availability of resources stand out as 
the fundamental factors in favor of the government. On the other hand, the participatory 
designed conservation approach micro-analyzes the needs of the community, providing a 
more sustainable outcome. In other words, the monuments would survive as long as the 
society sees the necessity and benefits of heritage preservation.      
Taking note of the different conservation methodologies practiced at the mausoleum 
of Shajarat al-Durr, it becomes clear that conservation is a product of time and place. While 
the three main stages of the mausoleum conservation, namely the waqf maintenance, the 
Comité restorations and Athar Lina initiative share common heritage-related goals, they show 
significant methodological differences. The waqf system followed the guidelines of Islamic 
jurisprudence, though the practical manifestation of such laws was subject to the 
manipulations of the administration system. The upkeep of monuments was an inherited by-
product of the perpetuity principle inherent in the waqf institution. Whatever the quality of 
the maintenance system was, the buildings remained fully integrated with the urban 
surrounding. The pious vision of the waqf is completely different that the operational 
methodology of the Comité. The Comité architects were following technical conservation 
standards of the scholarly traditions that shaped the vision of the organization. The single 
monument conservation theory inspired their architectural interventions. The Athar Lina 
initiative is somewhat different; it is applying the single conservation method though does not 
neglect the urban context. The initiative is signed off to abide international conservation 
standards –such as ICOMOS- and is restricted by ministerial supervision.  
Another point of comparison is the sustainability of funding, visually graphed as a 
parabola. The finances of the waqf system were initially provided by the state, or in other 
words royal patrons and upper class elite, and were sustained by the closed-loop revenue-
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generating model. In part, the corruption in the waqf administration led to the development of 
the Comité. In the early years of its operation, the Awqaf still maintained its independent 
budget while the Comité was running on the philanthropic donations of the royal family. 
With the independence of the Antiquities department came the conflict of interest with the 
Awāqf in restoring the Islamic architecture monuments. The effectiveness of the Antiquities 
department was determined by the state’s annual budget, which was subject to the selective 
prioritization of the political agenda. Since conservation has dropped to the bottom of 
economic priorities in the current challenging socio-political conditions, funding conservation 
projects relies heavily on foreign donors and international agencies. The sustainability of 
funding could be on the upsurge, if modern trends of crowdfunding were utilized, allowing 
the national and international audience to decide the future of heritage independent of the 
governing system.  
By analyzing the conservation history of the mausoleum, it becomes clear that the 
different conservation philosophies employed are directly linked to the political context of the 
state. The political and administrative situation has direct bearing on prioritizing conservation 
schemes. Heritage conservation was a personal project at the time of the khedive, a burden on 
the state after the 1952 revolution, and a public reclamation of rights after 25th of January 
revolution. Only time will tell the future of conservation initiatives in the current 
unpredictable political conditions.  The sustainability of the financial model is reflected on 
the primary beneficiaries of the conservation intervention. The core beneficiary of the waqf 
and civic initiatives is the local community; categorized as the urban poor in the case of the 
waqf system and neighborhood inhabitants in the latter. On the other hand, the Comité 
targeted tourists and the society’s elites, who had an eye for the city’s architectural gems. The 
users profile’ reflects the political themes of the time: from Islamic socialism, to elitist 
monarchy, then to global-nationalism.   
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A combined operational framework led by conservation professionals, called on for 
community members, and facilitated by the state would increase the efficiency of heritage 
preservation initiatives. That means the state is to relieve participatory conservation 
initiatives of urban upgrading tasks, giving the conservation professionals more autonomy to 
preserve monuments, and engaging inhabitants in the process. For that to occur, drastic 
governmental reform measures need to be employed. Yet, with the exponential drive of 
community conservation projects, co-operation between conservation professionals and 
government entities is bound to happen in upcoming years.  
Putting this case study in perspective, it is one amongst a list of more than six hundred 
monuments that were identified by the Comité as worthy of heritage conservation.  Its 
singularity has both benefits and drawbacks. The main advantage of focusing on one case 
study is the vertical progress of the presented research material. The analytical depth 
presented through the “vertical progress” was adopted in lieu of vast comparative examples, 
which would have undermined the multidisciplinary research methodology. The background 
literature combines history, architecture, conservation and public policy related to the 
biography of one building in order to make specific observations. However, specific 
observations cannot be generalized. For example, the technical difficulties of conserving the 
mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr would not be the same in the case of another funerary 
complex, even if it were in an approximate location and built within a similar time frame.  
This research endeavor has attempted to compile the conservation history of the 
mausoleum, but reconstructions of both the building complex and the waqf document remain 
speculative.  A number of related areas worthy of further research and investigation in future 
work are hereby identified and include the following: empty land plots, conservation 
stakeholders’ analysis, preservation of the archives, and the conservation literature.  
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The empty land pockets next to monuments present a problematic issue with regards 
to conservation. The possibility that such lands would encourage encroachment on the 
monuments’ buffer zone is a demotivating factor to conserve monuments in the first place. 
By ‘encroachment’ it is not meant the informal land use efforts but rather development 
projects preferred by both governmental organizations and the private sector. A proposed 
legal solution for the best land use of these plots is highly needed.  
An analysis of the conservation stakeholders in the Egyptian context is yet another 
area worthy of further research. The fragmentation of the responsibilities of carrying out 
heritage work in Egypt is a complicated process that requires immediate reform. The 
institutions and organizations including the Ministry of State of Antiquities, the Ministry of 
Awqaf, the National Organization for Urban Harmony, the Cairo Governorate, the General 
Organization for Public Planning as well as the independent conservation consultants and 
professionals, the mandates of international organizations and the local communities 
associations all share the responsibility of heritage conservation. A matrix to mediate 
between the interests of those different groups is a first step for institutional reform and 
facilitation of Egyptian conservation experience.   
The ‘Abbāsiyya archives has proven to be a valuable resource in studying the history 
of the conservation work during the Comité era. It is in itself a historical reference that should 
be adequately preserved. An electronic database for those documents is highly recommended. 
ʽAlāʼ al-Habashi, together with the American University in Cairo, provided a precedent when 
the Comité Bulletins were made easily available on the online website Islamic Art Network. 
The Dār al-Mahf̣uzạ̄t would benefit Islamic art and architecture scholarship beyond measure 
if it undertook such an initiative. 
The literature discussing Islamic monuments rarely discusses the restoration work 
done except in passing paragraphs. The reason for bypassing the conservation history in 
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Islamic architecture books may be the technical nature of the conservation reports. There is a 
tendency in the field of Islamic Art and Architecture to sideline the recent past and 
contemporary changes to buildings in terms of conservation activities. The conservation 
practices should be more accessible to historians so that they might more effectively evaluate 
the authenticity of the surviving monuments.   
 This thesis argues that the different conservation stages a monument passes through 
are an indispensible reference for studying the monument in its present state. In spite of the 
sparce documentation from 7th/13th to 13th/19th century, the conservation practices carried out 
there can be postulated on the basis of historical literature and neighboring architectural 
examples. No better lesson is learned from the conservation initiatives at the mausoleum of 
Shajarat al-Durr than that it is an ongoing process, and it is a much more dynamic practice 
than simple restoration of a monument. It is an overlapping, and often overwhelming, 
sequence of tasks, incorporating both academic and practical efforts. The channel of 
communication is multi-layered, and involves coordination between governmental 
institutions as well as individuals. To sum up, the survival of monuments is a collective 
responsibility of the society. The socio-cultural and economic indicators at each point in time 
are the factors determining the fate of heritage. Society decides whether monuments survive 
or deteriorate, and so far the mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr is holding up amidst the 
complexities of the conservation field in Egypt.   
98 
 
5.2 Chronological Summary   
The following table presents a chronological summary of the conservation efforts that took 
place at the complex of Shajarat al-Durr: 
Date Entity Description   
647/1250 Shajarat al-Durr Commissioning of the mausoleum and complex 
construction which included a palace madrasa, 
hạmmām, and a large garden.289 The naz̟ir of the 
waqf is vizier Baha’ al-Dīn Ibn H̟anna.290  
654/1257 Shajarat al-Durr Shajarat al-Durr suffered a tragic death and her body 
was thrown in the Citadel ditch.291 She was buried 
three days later in her mausoleum.292 
994/1538-
995/1539 
Abbasid Caliph The cenotaph of the Abbasid Caliph was added to the 
mausoleum hall. It was believed to be attributed to 
the seventeenth and last caliph who died in Egypt in 
945-46/ 1538-39.293 The anonymous cenotaph at the 
mausoleum was present up until the year 1249/ 1877, 
but disappeared later during restoration.294  
994/1538-
995/1539 
Abbasid Caliph  The Abbasid Caliph is said to have built hạmmām al-
Khalifa. It was still in use by the time of ‘Ali 
Mubārak for both men and women and it was 
financed by the waqf of Shajarat al-Durr.295   
1241/1826-
1242/1827 
Abbasid Caliph The door at the northern corner stands as a witness to 
the 1290/1873 century mosque which was later 
demolished by the Comité. The date 1242 /1826-7 is 
carved on the lintel and refers to an Abbasid 
Caliph.296  
                                                          
289 Mubārak, Khitạt,̣ 1:26; Behrens-Abouseif, “The Lost Minaret,” 7. 
290 Behrens-Abouseif, Cairo of the Mamluks, 114.  
291 Creswell, Muslim Architecture of Egypt, 136. 
292 Ibid., 136; Mubārak, Khitạt,̣ 6:67. 
293Creswell, Muslim Architecture of Egypt, 139. 
294 Ibid., 139. 
295 Mubārak, Khitạt,̣ 6:67.  
296 Creswell, Muslim Architecture of Egypt, 136. 
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1290/1873 Supervisor of the 
Waqf: Sayyid 
Sulīmān ‘Īssā 
The mosque of al-Khalifa was restored by Sayyid 
Sulīmān ‘Īssā, the supervisor of the waqf for about a 
quarter of waqf’s budget.297 The mosque is believed 
to have had marble columns, minbar, ablution court 
and a minaret.298 
1293/1877 Sheikh Marzūq al-
Farāsh 
Sheikh Marzūq al-Farāsh renovated the mosque and 
mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr in 1294/1877.299  
1319/1902 Comité: Technical 
Department  
A house that was to be demolished in Darb Rāgih̟ on 
the northeastern side of the mosque which was seen 
as encroaching on the mausoleum- mosque 
complex.300 A proposal to re-work the ablutions area 
was suggested by Herz bey for it has “contributed to 
a lot of damages caused to the tomb”. 301 




Action was taken relatively quickly to fix the water 
leakage problem. In 1321/1903, a new set of 
drawings was issued, and the permit was granted 
from the Public Works institution to proceed with the 
proposal.302 However, the above-mentioned proposal 
was never realized.  
1321/1904 Imam of the Mosque  The imam of the mosque wrote a petition 
complaining that the water supply for the mosque 
was cut for more than a year and a half.303  
1335/1917 Khedive Hụsayn In 1335/1917, a royal decree was presented by 
Khedive Hụsayn expressing his willingness to 
finance the construction of the new mosque. A legal 
assessment to buy the housing property neighbouring 
to the mausoleum was issued.304 The khedive died the 
same year.  
  
                                                          
297 Mubārak, Khitạt,̣ 5:32; Creswell, Muslim Architecture of Egypt, 136.  
298 Mubārak, Khitạt,̣ 5:32.  
299 Mubārak, Khitạt,̣ 2:61.  
300 Archives.   
301 Comité 1902, f79. Appendix 2.1.  
302 Archives. Appendix 1.2. 
303 Archives. Appendix 1.5.  
304 Archives. Appendix 1.6-1.8.  
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1336/1918 Comité; Local 
Contractor 
The Comité commenced the legal process to buy the 
land surrounding the mosque on which residential 
houses were found.305 Upon compensating the house 
owners, a local contractor was hired to demolish the 
old mosque and some of the surrounding structures.  








In 1337/1919, actual work to build the new mosque 
was started accommodating for the Technical 
Department’s decision to create a buffer zone around 
the mausoleum. The main contractor supervising the 
rebuilding of the mosque and renovations at the 
mausoleum was Filippo Garazzo, a professional 
contractor who joined the Comité’s restoration team, 
and whose role was mainly managing another local 
contractor ʽAlī Omar.306 Garazzo drafted more than 
ten versions of the bill of quantities.  
1338/1920 Comité The work at the mosque came to a stop in 1338/1920 
because one of the house permits needed to be 
finalized.307 The hectic legal process of verifying 
ownership of houses lasted for more than 20 years.  
1342/1924 Comité A complementary bill of quantities was issued in 
1343/1924, suggesting a wooden roof for the mosque 
construction – the last remaining item which was 
never realized.308  
1345/1927 Comité In 1346/1927, another phase of renovation work took 
place at the mausoleum. The scope of work included 
sculpting the exterior façade of the mausoleum and 
accentuating the grooves between stones of the fence 
surrounding the buffer zone.309  
1348/1930 Comité Architect: 
Verrucci 
In the year 1349/ 1930, Verrucci, one of the Comité’s 
architects, proposed to renovate the exterior flat 
panels.310  
  
                                                          
305 Archives. Appendix 1.9.  
306 Archives. Appendix 1.10-1.19. 
307 Archives. Appendix 1.20.  
308 Archives. Appendix 1.21. 
309 Archives. Appendix 1.22-1.24.  






Maʽārif;  Tanzīm, 
The exact reason that the mosque was never 
completed remains unclear. It continued to be a 
pending issue until the late 1359/1940s as 
documented by correspondences exchanged between 
the Awqaf, al-Maʽārif, and Tanzīm, trying to locate 
the last set of technical drawings amongst them, and 
avoiding responsibility for the mosque 
construction.311  
1356/1938 Khalīfa Community  Meanwhile, the Khalīfa community petitioned for the 
need of a functioning mosque, but their calls were in 
vain.312  
1374/1955 Comité In 1375/1955 the buffer zone behind the mausoleum 
was illegally used as a carpentry storage space.313 
This space was initially part of the 1321/1903 scheme 
of relocating the ablutions area of the old mosque. A 
massive fire erupted at the storage site and water 
during the firefighting attempt affected the 
mausoleum. The water though did not affect the 
interior of the mausoleum; restoration work was done 
to the boundary fence and exterior stone floor.   
1380/1961 Department of 
Antiquities 
The year 1381/1961 marks an important date in the 
history of the Comité  ̶  Antiquities Department.  That 
year, it was formally dissolved and its responsibilities 
were in transition for a number of years. 
1393/1974 Egyptian Antiquities 
Organization 
The [Abbasid] cenotaph at the mausoleum of Shajarat 
al-Durr was reported missing.314  
1401/1981 Egyptian Antiquities 
Organization 
In the early 1400s/1980s, another theft incident was 
reported, this time reporting missing wooden 
inscriptions and marble pieces from the mausoleum 
of Shajarat al-Durr.315  
  
                                                          
311 Archives. Appendix 1.25.  
312 Archives. Appendix 1.26.  
313 Archives. Appendix 1.27, 1.28  
314 Archives. Appendix 1.33. 







The scope of work included excavating boreholes at 
the mausoleum ground in search of the entrance to 
the underground burial. Nothing was found and it 
was suggested that the burial had disintegrated due to 
the high ground water table. Their work included 
complete plastering of walls with cement mortar, and 
painting over the woodwork of the Fatimid frieze, as 
well as painting over interior decoration.316 The 
blocked north-eastern doorway for it was opened, and 
three wooden doors were manufactured for the 
mausoleum.  The interior stone flooring was removed 
in order to add a layer of waterproofing, then the 
same old stones were re-installed. The same was 
done for the exterior courtyard but new stone tiles 
were fixed.  The outside northeastern part of the 
dome was restored. The boundary fence was also 
rebuilt.  Moreover, detailed conservation work was 
carried out to ‘beautify' the mosaics: missing parts 
were added and the loose parts were fixed. Also, the 
faded drawings in the drum of the dome were traced 
according to the original and photo-documented.    
1426/2006 Supreme Council of 
Antiquities 
1991-1992 Conservation attempts continued.  
1433/2012-
1436/2015 
Athar Lina; Megawra 
 
The scope of work included conservation of interior 
and exterior plastering, repairing painted stucco, 
restoration of wooden inscription friezes fixing 
wooden doors and windows and repairing masonry 
walls.317  Removing the white wash on the interior – 
by using the UV photography technique – which was 
used at the drum of the dome, resulted in a marvelous 
discovery of two medallions at the northern corner.318 
 
 
   
  
                                                          
316 Al-Ibrashy, Shajar al-Durr Mausoleum Conservation Project-Interim Report. 
317 Ibid.  
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Appendix 1: ‘Abbāsiyya Archives 
 
 
Appendix 1. 1: Local Contractor Abd al-Nabi is in Charge of the Preperatory Conservation 



















Appendix 1. 5: Petition by the Local Imam in 1903 Complaining that Water Supply was Cut 































































Appendix 1. 20: Document dated to 1920 showing that a Legal Documents of House 




Appendix 1. 21: Status Report Written in 1924 showing that Wooden Roofing was suggested 
















Appendix 1. 25: Correspondence from al-M'aref to Awqaf Highlighting the Diversion of 












Appendix 1. 28: Preliminary BOQ Showing the Scope of Work After the 1955 Fire Incident 






























Appendix 1. 35: Document Dated to 1974 Showing Issued from the Egyptian Antiquities 




Appendix 1. 36: 1992 Supreme Council of Antiquities Report on Conservation Activities 




Appendix 2: Comité Bulletins  
 








Appendix 3: Statement of the Danish Institute in Egypt 
 
 




Appendix 4: ICOMOS 2008  
 






Plate 1: Mausoleum of al-Sạ̄lih ̣Najm al-Dīn. 









Plate 3: Map of Ayyubid Cairo showing al-Qarāfa al-Kubrā and al-Qarāfa al-Sughra.  





Plate 4: Qubbat al-Imam al- Shafiʽi.  




Plate 5: Bayn al-Qaṣryn Area.  




Plate 6: Sayyida 'Atika and Ja‘fari Mausoleum.  




Plate 7: Sayyida Ruqyya Mausoleum.  




Plate 8: Mosque of Sayyida Sukayna. 





Plate 9: Location of the Shajarat al-Durr Mausoleum on Map. 




Plate 10: Mosque of Sayyida Nafīsa. 




Plate 11: Black and White Image of the Ayyubid Minaret by Pascal Coste.  




Plate 12: Colored Image of the Ayyubid Minaret by Pascal Coste. 




Plate 13: Reconstruction of the Complex of Shajarat al-Durr.  




Plate 14: Minaret of al-Sạ̄lih ̣Nājm al-Dīn.  




Plate 15: Minaret of Zāwiyat al-Hunūd.  





Plate 16: Muhạmmad al-ʼAnwar Mosque at al-ʼAshrafiyya Street. 
Image Source: atharlina.com. 
 
Plate 17: Location of Muhạmmad al-ʼAnwar Mosque -Google Image 2012.  





Plate 18: Northern Corner of the Mausoleum.  
Image Source: Creswell Photo Archives. Archnet 
 
Plate 19: Ṣaliḥ Ṭalā'i Mosque.  






"Plans of the tomb of Shagarat al-Durr and its context. Left above: before disengagement 
(1902); left below: after the construction of a new zāwya (1919); [right]: proposal (later 
executed) for the disengagement of the tomb and construction of a new zaawiya.” 
Warner, Monuments of Historic Cairo, 48-49.  
 
Plate 20: Mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr attached to the 19th Century Mosque. 
















Plate 21: Plan of the Mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr as it stands today.  




Plate 22: Plan of the Mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr.  




Plate 23: Detail of the Northwestern Facade.  




Plate 24: Detail of the Northwestern Facade Main Panel.  





Plate 25: Southeast Elevation of the Mausoleum. 




Plate 26: Northeast Elevation of the Mausoleum. 







Plate 27: Southwest Elevation of the Mausoleum.   





Plate 28: Northwest Elevation of the Mausoleum.  




Plate 29: Section Drawing of the Mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr; 





Plate 30: Mosaic Mihrab of Shajarat al-Durr.  






Plate 31: Medallion West of the Northern Window after Conservation (top), Medallion East 
of Northern Window after Conservation (below) - Mausoleum Interior of Shajarat al-Durr. 




Plate 32: Shajarat al-Durr Mausoleum Interior.  
Image Source: atharlina.org.  
 
Plate 33: Interior Elevations of the Mausoleum.  





Plate 34: Abbasid Cenotaph at the Mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr.  




Plate 35: Reconstruction of the Wooden Tomb of Shajarat al-Durr. 





Plate 36: Consecutive Changes to al-Sạ̄lihỵya Complex and Neighbouring Buildings.  




Plate 37: Detail of al-Sạ̄lih ̣Mausoleum. 




Plate 38: Minaret Detail of al-Sạ̄lihỵya Complex. 




Plate 39: Al-Aqmar Mosque. 




Plate 40: Interior of al-Sạ̄lih ̣Mausoleum.  




Plate 41: Plan of the Mausoleum of al-Sạ̄lih.̣ 





Plate 42: Plan of al-ʼAqmar Mosque.  




Plate 43: Mausoleum of the Abbasid Caliphs  




Plate 44: Mausoleum of the Abbasid Caliphs (left) and the Mosque of al-Sayyida Nafīsa 




Plate 45: Shrine of the Abbasid Caliphs  




Plate 46: Mihrab of the Mausoleum of al-H̟asawatī.  





Plate 47: Plan of the Mausoleum and Madrasa of Shaykh Zayn al-Dīn Yusuf.  




Plate 48: Mausoleum and Madrasa of Shaykh Zayn al-Dīn Yusuf. 




Plate 49: Mausoleum of Fātṃa Khātūn. 




Plate 50:  ʼUmm al-Sultạ̄n Sha’bān.  




Plate 51: Al-H̟akim Mosque. 






Plate 52: Plan of the Rawdạ Citadel after Creswell.  




Plate 53: Plan and Section of the Cairene Hạmmām.  





Plate 54: Herz 1902 Ablution Court Proposal 
Image Source: ‘Abbāsiyya Archives.  
 
Plate 55: As Built Ablutions Basin 




Plate 56: 1902 Site Plan: Mausoleum (Blue), Mosque (Red), Wet Area (Grey), Ablutions 
Proposal (Yellow) 
Image Source: ‘Abbāsiyya Archives.  
 
Plate 57: 1902 Ablution Proposal (Yellow) Overlayed with Older Design (Red) 




Plate 58: 1902 Ablutions Proposal - Plan and Section. 







Plate 59: Mosque of al-Khalīfa.  
Image Source: www.msobieh.com 
 
Plate 60: Mosque of al-Khalīfa. 




Plate 61: Max Herz Pasha.  
Image Source: cairobserver.com 
 
 
Plate 62: Creswell. 




Plate 63: Creswell Special Collection at the Rare Books Section of the American University 
in Cairo's Library.  




Plate 64: Creswell Image of Surrounding Context. 





Plate 65: Muhạmmad ‘Abduh.  




Plate 66: Mosaics Mihrab Published in Cairo of the Mamluks by Doris Behrens-Abouseif in 
2007.  




Plate 67: Muʽizz Street. 





Plate 68: Athar Lina Logo.  






Plate 69: Athar Lina Project Phases.  





Plate 70: Community Participation Workshops. 






Plate 71: Athar Lina-Preparatory Work at the Mausoleum of Shajarat al-Durr.  






Plate 72: Athar Lina- Miharab Mosaics is Closed off. 





Plate 73: Athar Lina- Plastering Conservation. 





Plate 74: Athar Lina- Plastering and Wooden Conservation. 




Plate 75: Athar Lina Heritage School.  









Plate 76: URHC Project.  




Plate 77: URHC Buffer Zone. 






Plate 78: Save Muʽizz Street.  
Image Source: Facebook Page. 
 
 
Plate 79: Online Petition in Favor of Saving Egyptian Heritage.  





Plate 80: Stakeholders Meeting.  





Plate 81: Clinic Space Prior to Conservation Efforts.  
Image Source: atharlina.com 
 
Plate 82: Clinic Space after Conservation.  




Plate 83: Architectural Section for Clinic Extension -Preliminary Proposal. 
Image Source: atharlina.com 
 
Plate 84: Architectural Plan for Clinic Extension -Preliminary Proposal.  




Plate 85:  Athar Lina- Clinic Re-use. 




Plate 86: Banner for The Athar Lina Clinic Facility.  




Plate 87: Spend Your Day at al-Khalīfa Street Event Banner.  
Image Source: Athar Lina, Facebook Page. 
 
 
Plate 88: Midan al-Sayyida Nafīsa 2012 Development Proposal.  





Plate 89: Zomal Crowd Funding Platform.  
Image Source: Athar Lina Facebook Page. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
